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twice. 


by darubyprincxx 


twice, the tale of a kingdom that was always meant to last. 


or 


hermit's hollow, the beginning. 


there was a kingdom, and a citadel, and one king who wore patience as his middle name, at 
least up until fate sundered his breath from his lungs 


a xisuma and EX-centric hermitfic 


[a prologue] 


Grief comes in many forms: once, in the solemn pronouncement of doom, and twice, in the silence 
that comes after it. 


This is a record of the silence. 


But first, an introduction is needed. 


It went like this: there was a castle, a citadel, in the midst of a quiet and peaceful land. 


Its founder and king, Xisuma Void (to use his right name), settled there to get away from the hectic 
and heavy nature of his work on off weeks, starting off with a simple foundation of stone that 
blossomed quietly into a solidly built wooden house. There were flowers growing along its sides, 
and bees hummed quietly in its pastures: a refuge. 


A refuge from the dark, though the skies grow cloudy, a solid standing stone when all else was 
wading in the mist of a flood. 


And so it was. 


Time came and went, as did he, taking care of the faithful little house as it took care of him and 
leaving it by itself to come back later on to fix it up and add modifications and breathe in the sweet 
air because he never did bother to trim the bushes, after all, why should he? They can look after 
themselves. 


Until one day, worn and beaten, he came back home (for this was home) to find someone else's fire 
roaring in the fireplace and all of the bushes neatly pruned. 


"I'm very sorry," apologized the brown-haired man covered in dirt who barely even startled when 
he saw the huge man standing at the garden's gate, wearing an eyebrow raise that could have 
wrung an apology out of liquefied stone. "I've been wandering a long way, see, and this place 
seems well-built, and I never meant to stay for long but- oh, I'd hate to invite you into your own 
house, but would you like some tea?" 


The man's name was Joe, and he could brew a mean honeysuckle tea, and although Xisuma could 
never remember how it happened, he ended up giving the land (if not the house) to the other man. 


Now, before we go any further, let me elaborate something: 
Xisuma was immortal. 
Joe Hills, despite being seemingly as old as his last name suggested, was not. 


But as Xisuma came back, time and time again, he noticed that the other man never really seemed 
to age. 


(That was alright by him, though. The more the merrier.) 


And so, living in that odd double existance where life danced with death, things took on a steady 
routine. 


A word about Xisuma, before we continue: He is the God of Patience. 


It took much (and still takes) a good deal to fluster, or ruffle, or upset him. He is not bothered by 
chaos, indeed thriving in it as the sole solid point of standing amongst it, and although his humor is 
very dry at times, it always comes in the right quantities. 


All of these qualities and more were to come very useful in the coming years, and indeed, for the 
rest of his life, but that's not important right now. 


All you need to know about him for the present moment is that: 


- He prefers to take things as they come, and even when that isn't the case, his change comes like a 
rock placed in the middle of a stream: not hindering or stopping it, but providing a stepping stone 
for others to follow upon. 

- He is very, very good with a sword. 


This second thing leads me to yet another fact- despite the peaceful nature of the man himself, his 
line of work was anything but peaceful. 


I'd like to paint you a picture here for a moment. 


Imagine a man in emerald green and solid black, wading through a sea of mercenaries, only getting 
several scars himself while the others around him get plowed down by his sword. 


Continue imagining, if you will, that after the fighting is over, he silently cleans his sword on the 
cloak of one of the fallen, kneeling on the deck of the ship- oh, there are ships in the Deeps that 
tread not water but Time, it was his job to clear them out- and, after rising and looking around for 
those he fights besides, he helps walk them back to the ship that they call home. 


Fighter, mercenary, healer. 


And after seeing so much injustice for years on end, when the stragglers started to arrive and 
begged for a roof over their heads, at least for a little while, he had no option but to grant them 
asylum in the safest place he knew: the home he built with his bare hands. 


Protector, leader, and eventually, when the time came for a more solidly settled community, king. 


They crowned him on a summer's day, the droning of bees and the heavy solemn sleepy weight of 
a blazing afternoon settling all around like an overheated fuzzy blanket. 


They crowned him with flowers, of all colors and sizes, ivy trailing down like a miracle, light as a 
petal and heavy as life itself. 


There's not much more to say, though, is there? I could tell you how he stayed up late for months 
after that planning out the village, or how sometimes he fell asleep at his desk and woke up late 
because a sunbeam caught in his eye. I could explain how sometimes he took out his guitar (oh, 
yes, he plays guitar) during star-drenched nights in the square, finally being able to appreciate the 
points of light way up there just as much as he did the darkness between them. 


Mostly, though, I'll leave you with this: 
Xisuma was a good king, and a better friend. 


But his little stone in the streams of Time was not meant to hold against a flood. 


there is beauty in the way of things 


Chapter Summary 


hubris is, as it turns out, a more deadly adversary than most give it credit for. 


(xisuma gives it credit, yes, but even he isn't above ignoring it every once in a while.) 


Chapter Notes 


WHICH ONE OF YALL MFS OUT HERE BOOKMARKING THIS MESS /POS 


"Incoming!" 


Pausing in his construction of the new roof, XIsuma turned around for a split second and caught 
the incoming hammer from Joe without even flinching. "Thanks," he called down, but Joe just 
grinned and shouldered his pack. "All I did was toss it to you," he called up. "You're the one who 
caught it." 


Two years into the construction of the newly planned town, its unexpectedly hardy residents not 
only insisted on helping to gather materials for the raising of their houses but for building as many 
of them as they could. "If I'm going to start over, I'm going to at least make sure that I have a hand 
in the blueprints," explained Iskall, one of the newcomers. A still very young immortal with a 
tongue as sharp as their trident and a firmly "if it ain't broke, don't care about it" stance on gender 
and pronouns, he'd already proven herself to be a trustworthy and rational supervisor for the village 
when Xisuma wasn't around. 


"How do I even pronounce your name, by the way?" asked Cleo, a zombie who showed up shortly 
after Joe and who didn't even bother keeping herself looking remotely human. Stood on the 
ground, she shielded her eyes from the sun as she squinted up at the roofbuilders. "There's loads of 
different pronunciations." 


Xisuma paused for a minute more, thinking. "It goes with all names, I guess," he said with a half 
shrug. "Everyone has different ways of pronouncing it, but if that ever gets too difficult, you can 
just call me X." 


"X," mused Cleo. She nodded. "It fits you, I think. Rough around the edges, but nice and to the 
point." Before X could react to that compliment, though, she was gone, off across the central green. 
Joe had mentioned once in passing that Cleo was a healer of some sort, given to fixing the living 
although she herself was dead, and although the irony of it was not lost on X he always shrugged it 
off as just general people being nice. As she tripped over a rock and sent the basket she was 
holding and the entire rest of her body flying, though (the leg stubbornly stayed in place), he made 
it a point to ask Joe exactly how good of a healer she was. 


"Off on some internal monologue again today, aren't we?" asked Iskall, tossing a roof shingle in 
X's direction that he barely managed to catch. "We're working on a roof, man. Stick with it. I know 


this place is pretty and everything, but my feet are going numb and I'm about to fall off of this 
ladder." 


"Fair point," conceded Xisuma. "Do you need to take a break?" 


"Oh, no, we're almost done," said Iskall cheerfully. (The roof still had almost half of the top 
exposed.) "I can stay up here for as long as needed, anyways." 


"If your feet are numb, you should probably get off of that ladder before it becomes impossible for 
you," said X, not impressed. "I've seen that sort of thing happen to more than one person, and 
believe me, it isn't pretty." 


"It's not entirely- alright, alright, you got me," said Iskall hastily, moving down the ladder. (For 
some reason, nobody ever argues with X when he looks at them just right. He assumes it's just the 
sternness coming through. Figures.) 


"Lunch!" comes the call from below, and as Cleo hobbles over using her detached leg as a crutch, 
X can't help but think that he's made something worth fighting for here. 


a quick intermission: over the centuries, hermit's hollow has become a fairytale. 


gods reside there, and do so in relative peace, and in over 400 years of continued existence they 
have protected their borders with something akin to a watchful protectiveness: apprehend not those 
who wander in, but provide them with what they need and herd them out as gently as possible. 


inside those borders, though, lie the source of the fairytale: 
it's paradise with all of the slight inclusions of the mortal realm. 


A fast-running river runs directly over a cliff and down into a pool that leads into yet another river, 
but this river flows past the main green of Hermit's Hollow. 


In that green there lies a town, small at first but grown over the ages. A single standing stone marks 
the dead center of the town, and it's clear to see that the buildings around it were designed around 
the stone like the spokes of a wheel expands out from the center- this first, and all the rest will 
follow. 


Past the main street, though, things expand into a sprawling hodgepodge of projects and well-worn 
footpaths: haphazardly leaning houses and castles, well-tended fields, a well-worn and well-woven 
rope hanging from a cliff's edge: someone has dyed it several colors, although to what extent is not 
known, and nobody really knows why either. 


This description may make it seem like this is not a very well planned out town at all, but it is, and- 
let me explain for a short second here. 


Hermit's Hollow does not contain the quiet, lilting grief of an unplanned town left to ruin. 


It is formed of the bursting joy of a quiet life well-lived, and the sidewaysness is just a part of it- 
see, the interesting part about the inhabitants here is that they are all immortal, every last one of 
them, but they all were mortal once. 


They remember and know that just the fact that a life that goes on forever can feel like a death 
sentence in itself, and they pay homage to the mortals that they knew that didn't make it, for some 
reason or another. 


This is legendary, if absolutely terrifying sometimes, as death is. 
But that's alright. 


Fears are odd things, cold and flighty beasts with wings of adamant and the willpower of death 
itself. An entire life spent with them can either enhance them or leave them to fester in the 
background, but they are conquerable. 


In some cases, though, that's more difficult than one would think. 
In a room with the windows open on a warm summer's day, Xisuma was sitting crosslegged on the 
floor, typing something into a coding panel and absently narrating to himself. (He did that a lot.) 


As well as improving the prebuilt defences into the land's border, he was also considering trying 
something new. He knew land wouldn't stay forever, but a few decades spent here had made him 
incredibly susceptible to the fear that it might be gone one day, and besides, he had friends here, 
entire lives that might be upended if it randomly fell in battle one day. 


And besides, he reasoned, if there were ways to make yourself one with the very fabric of a place 
and you were immortal, wouldn't that make the place immortal too? 


(He did not consider that maybe, just maybe, that would go the other way too.) 
(If I fall, you're coming with me.) 


Outside, a few birds twittered. Someone walked down the crunching gravel path, humming a quiet 
and oddly heart-wrenching tune. 


A sigh was heard, a few characters typed, and then, after a long and harried silence, click. 
And the universe took a deep breath and screamed. 

Maybe, they thought, staring at the solid rock ceiling above them, the world had gone upside 
down. 

Or maybe they were the one who was upside down? 


They had no name so far, nor a frame of reference for anything, just a vague feeling of needing to 
get out. To leave. But where? 


Home. 
That was a thought, although they did not know where it came from. 
I've only been here, though. 


No name, no idea of where the hell they were, the only things bound to their form this yet untested 
soul and a set of red armor, they had no way of knowing that in the exact same place in a different 
dimension their foil was desperately being kept alive by a determined duo of one undead who 
knew a drastic case when she saw one and one reasonably calm healer who, although his heart was 
close to bursting, would not crack just yet. 


As they woke up and slowly looked around, on the other side of reality, Xisuma was falling into a 
deep and dreamless sleep from which he wouldn't wake up from for another two weeks. 


so i'll be a wanderer, wandering; 


Chapter Summary 


An unlikely anti-hero scourges their way through the Nether Wastes while above 
ground, Xisuma is slowly recovering. 


(Or, parallel paths do not converge, not yet.) 


Chapter Notes 


i'm so sorry for not updating this oml 


mental health has been kicking my ass, as has school, and motivation, and- well, you 
know how it goes 


anyways do not expect consistent updates i am in writing hell hope this helps 


enjoy! 


There's a theory among the theologians and philosophists of this world that everything has its 
balance, every shade of white its double in black. There is a cohesive balance to the universe, these 
thinkers explain, leaning over their desk, ink on their noses. Break that balance, and everything 
spirals into hell, you going with it, one hand stretched towards the receding floor of the world 
you've forsaken. 


This theory, as adverse as it may seem, holds up to careful scrutiny oddly well. Maybe it's true. But 
in the end, it's only that, a theory, as is everything else. 


I, your narrator, only bring this up to prove two things: one, a once-serious man who believes in 
nothing but the cold hard fact in front of his eyes and maybe the thin air surrounding it may believe 
even the most fragmented and incomprehensible half-truths after a time, and two, that you can 
never be too careful where you step. 


Let me direct your attention to the dingier side of the story we've bathed in light so far, guide you 
to a leaning portal, gasping for breath. The Nether. 


Every shade of white has its double in black, and the more extreme the light, the harsher the 
shadows. 


See, when Xisuma merged himself with his kingdom's life force, he made a small mistake that 
ripped half the life from his lungs. He did not account for the fact that his country already had a 
life force of its own, and that attaching himself to it would give him double the life he already had. 
So, in recompense, the universe took out half to make room for the rest. 


But life finds a way, and this extra bit of energy has to go somewhere. 


So, taking the information I've already provided you and adding on this little tidbit, was it really a 
surprise that at the same time X fell unconscious, a pole-thin excuse of a man sat up and gasped for 
breath in one of the most inhospitable climates known to Overworlders? 


Enter Xelqua, or as they would later be known, Evil Xisuma. 


Now, before we go on, let me clarify that Evil Xisuma was not evil. Their name simply came from 
an unfortunate combination of the fact that they were placed on the direct opposite half of the so- 
called "morality spectrum," which happened to be somewhere in the darker areas, a direct parallel 
to their foil Xisuma, and some rather unfortunate events that would occur later. 


For now, though, they had one thought. Two, actually. And some words which to use them. 
"What?" 

Followed shortly by, 

"Oh, come on." 


Followed shortly by a scramble to their feet and a quick glance down to see if they had anything on 
their person. (They did, in fact. One red t-shirt, some jeans, and some REALLY nice looking 
combat boots.) 


And, with that, our (very likely) anti-hero set about trying to figure out where in Gods' name they 


were to go next. 


This is not the best start, Xelqua thought bitterly to themself, looking down at where a few brutish 
half-formed... hogs? were crouching. In fact, they added dryly from above as they watched one of 
them straight-up disembowel the other, this fucking sucks. 


They were safe, definitely, in a hidden cleft several meters above where the hog-brutes were 
sparring. It most definitely did not feel that way, though, especially since the next checkpoint they 
had found that appeared to be safest was directly across from the bedraggled trees. 


Also, they were hungry. 


"I wonder if that's edible," they asked out loud, looking at the corpse of one of the hog-brutes 
below. "I mean, it doesn't look like it, but am I this desperate? Yes." 


[pause] 

"Can I kill it? No." 

[another pause] 

"But I can try." 

(One thing about Xelqua: they may be many things, but cowardly and patient is not one of them.) 


Dropping on top of the nearest tree and nearly falling off, they scrambled to a solid area and drew a 
crude wooden knife made out of tree bark. Their only plan was to stab one of the things until it 
died, then collect the meat and keep on. 


Taking an oddly colored mushroom out of their pocket to store somewhere else later, they dropped 
it with a muttered oath. Waste of good food! Instead of trampling it, though, the hog took one sniff 


of it and squealed, scampering off. 


"Huh," they said out loud, noting that the hog-brute carefully avoided all other mushrooms in its 
path. Only the blue ones, though. It ran right over the red ones. "Guess it's not impenetrable after 
all!" 


Dropping from the tree, they took a small slab of meat from the side of the fallen animal, wincing 
at the smell, and decided to roast it over one of the ever-present fires later on. Maybe sooner than 
later, though, they decided, noting the growing hunger in their stomach. They sighed and continued 
harvesting the meat, deciding on an impulse to take a bit of tusk as well. It'd be better as a knife 
than a sharpened bit of bark, anyhow. 


They did not know where they were, or barely even who they were. Just one wanderer, scrounging 
their way across the Nether Wastes, keeping a careful ear out for the hog-brutes and the odd 
humanoids who would search you for gold and leave you for dead. 


Just one point of light in a universe of fireflies. 


And on the other side of a line that no two beings on this earth agree upon, another point of light 
flickered to life after lying dormant for a bit. 


The first thing Xisuma noticed when he gained consciousness was that he was wearing his helmet. 
The second was that he was lying faceup on his bed, nestled under about two and a half layers of 
blanket and one small bee plush. (That would be Cleo's doing, she loved sewing.) 


The third was the fact that someone else was in the room. 
"Hey, you,” said Cleo herself, turning from the desk in a spinny chair. "You're finally awake." 


"How long?" asked Xisuma. God, he always hated speaking in the helmet. It was echoey, and for 
some reason he'd never really liked hearing the sound of his own voice. "Please tell me this place 
hasn't crashed and burned." 


"Joe's in charge and he's doing a great job," said Cleo, absently twirling one worn lock of flame-red 
hair. "Three days," she added as an afterthought. "You've been asleep three days. I had to convince 
Doc to go get some sleep, he's been by the bed ever since you passed out on the ground there." 
True to her word, there was a rickety chair right next to the bedside, and a toolbox next to the bed. 
X blinked and tried to sit up. Three days? 


"Easy, there, X," said Cleo. "A few things have happened since you've been out." 


"Like what?" he asked, then sighed and reached to take off his helmet. Speaking in this thing 
was impossible. 


"Don't do that!" she snapped. "Let me talk!" X sighed. Cleo was famous for her snappy moods 
when she was taking care of people- a healer at heart, she usually knew more about her charge's 
state of being then they did themself. This sometimes led to some arguments, though, but since X 
really was not in the mood or position to talk back at this point in time, he nodded and sat back 
gently. 


Oh good god, that wasn't there before. 


"What have I gotten myself into?" he asked. 


"Well, firstly, you have to keep that helmet on constantly or else you won't be able to breathe," 
Cleo said. "Doc put a thingy into it that made sure you could breathe, I'm pretty sure he called it a 
respirator. Secondly, that thing is attached to another thing on your back, which, judging from the 
look in your eyes, you're feeling." 


"Oh, come on," X said without catching himself. Cleo laughed. "That bad, huh?" she asked with a 
grin. "Doc made sure to personally check that it was as comfortable as possible. And it's not like 
you won't be able to handle it anyways." She was right, but he didn't have to like it. 


"T don't like this helmet," Xisuma said. 

"I know," responded Cleo. 

"It's loud and echoey and I'm convinced that it looks stupid, anyways." 
"X, you sound fine. You look fine. You're going to be perfectly alright." 


After a brief and awkward silence, Xisuma was forced to conclude that, yes, he was indeed going 
to be perfectly alright. The awkward moment was saved by the fact that Doc walked in at that very 
moment, however, and X breathed an internal sigh of relief. Cleo was scary sometimes. 


"Ah, he's awake!" Doc said in his gravelly voice. He walked over and sat in the rickety chair beside 
the bed. "How are you feeling?" 


"Uh," X began, realizing very quickly that he didn't really know exactly. Lord, words were hard 
sometimes. "Decently, I guess?" 


"Better than ‘absolute shit," Doc said under his breath, sighing and reaching down for his toolbox. 
He looked exhausted. 


"Have you slept?" asked X with concern. 


"Nope," said Doc. He didn't reply defensively, he was just stating a fact. Half-creeper, Doc was 
used to staying up late and working even harder, often completing incredibly detailed projects with 
less than 2 hours of sleep or less. It made several people nervous, including Xisuma himself, but 
since Doc messed up about as often as he gave up a project (which was to say, only twice as far as 
anyone knew), X trusted him. Doc was the type of person to drop dead from exhaustion then pick 
himself up roughly an hour later and keep working, and this time was no exception. 


"He never sleeps," snorted Cleo. "Anyways, you mind telling him what happened?" 


"Oh, yeah," said Doc, snapping out of whatever space he had been looking into. "Half your... I 
don't know, whatever drives your soul? It's gone. You're on life support right now, man, and you 
probably are going to be for the rest of your life." 


"Gone?" asked X, slightly incredulously. That sort of thing just didn't happen. God, what had he 
gotten himself into? 


"Gone," said Doc. 
"Well, then, where did it go if I don't have it?" 


"Joe has some crackhead philosophy theory, like he always does," sighs Doc, rubbing a hand over 
his eye. He always pretended to not care about Joe's various ramblings, but like Cleo, he always 
listened respectfully whenever Joe himself was in the immediate vicinity and talking. 


"First, though, can I have some food?" asked Xisuma. He really was hungry. 
"Yeah, of course," said Cleo. "Just don't eat like the dead, okay?" 

"You're a zombie," said X. 

"I'm aware," she responded with a grin. 


And with that, the (decidedly unlikely) trio walked out of the room and into the weak spring 
sunshine. 


x&y 


Chapter Summary 


in which parallel lines finally converge. 


(it's here that the universe finally starts to question itself.) 


Chapter Notes 


let it be said that 1 am not spinning a story from thin air, here, i am just narrating one 
that already existed 


Worn and cracked leather boots echoed across the Nether's naturally hellish concrete, every step a 
prayer. Please. Please. 


Some places are less hospitable than others, but after a solid month of only just getting by because 
of the glint in your eyes and the ill-gained circlet placed round your head, naming you king of 
nothing, one develops a necessary hardness in response. 


Xelqua had been wandering the Nether Wastes for... a while. They'd learned to expect everything 
from the telltale first punch of an undead fist to the warning grunt of a hog-brute approaching fast. 
Some of these things could be mitigated by a knife hard to the throat. Most, though, could not. 


So was it any surprise that when Xelqua, who was crouching in an overhanging ledge and 
bandaging a crusting horn wound with strips of cured leather, looked down to see something not 
wearing the Nether's usual patchwork camouflage of red and gray, they kept still and went dead 
silent, out of instinct? 


Not their fault they'd been raised among the hopeless. 
Not their fault they knew nothing, really, not yet. 


So was it any surprise that when the figure glanced up for a moment and Xelqua was convinced 
they'd seen, their heart stopped short for a moment in their chest? 


Mercifully, though, they said nothing. 

For the moment, anyways. 

"See anything?" said Joe, coming up close behind Xisuma and scanning the ledge above for 
threats. 


"Thought I did," said X, dropping his gaze to the horizon to check for hoglins. Here, the more 
imminent danger was something coming up behind you without warning, not dropping on your 
head and killing you instantly. 


"Lots of things live here," said Joe, absently raising one finger to push at his (decidedly foggy) 
glasses. "Most of them are not friendly." 


"How are you doing that, by the way?" asked X, who had heard that same advice many times 
before. 


"Doing what?" 
"Your glasses, how are they foggy? We're in the Nether. There's no water vapor here." 
"Magic." 


"Oh, come on, nobody actively puts a spell on their glasses to fog it up like that! Especially not 
you, Joe!" 


"Maybe," said Joe, raising an eyebrow over the top of one very cloudy looking glasses lens, "I'm 
just getting ready for the next time I walk into some snow plains with a scarf around my mouth." 


X didn't really have any answer to that, but he was saved (well, spared the effort of having to come 
up with an adequate comeback) by the telltale heavy footsteps of a hoglin approaching at high 
speed. Scrambling into a nearby red-crowned tree with Joe scrabbling right behind, he held a finger 
to his lips (or, well, where his lips would be if he wasn't wearing a helmet) and peered over the 
edge. 


The hoglin wasn't looking for the two of them, though...? 

"Xisuma," whispered Joe, nudging him and pointing to another tree a bit further off. "Over there." 
Oh. 

So that's who it was looking for. 


Hauling themself up to the top of a red tree a bit further off was another person, brown hair tied 
back in a hasty ponytail and in a weatherworn leather tunic. It was stained in something that might 
have been dye or blood, and they were facing in the opposite direction. 


"Who..." breathed X, but before his question could be answered, whoever it was turned around for 
a minute, probably searching for something in their pocket, saw them, and froze. 


Oh, fuck. 


"D'you have any arrows?" asked Xisuma, not bothering to whisper anymore. 
"A few," said Joe, taking three from a quiver and handing it to him. "Do you have a clear shot?" 


"No," admitted X, squinting through the visor and trying to figure out where the hoglin was. "I'm 
going in closer." 


"Alright," said Joe after a moment, keeping a close eye out for anything else that might potentially 
kill the both of them. "I'll keep cover from here." 


X nodded and started to make his way across the tops of the stunted trees, testing each one to make 
sure it could hold his weight. He looked up to see the mysterious whoever-it-was looking around 
desperately for the nearest exit. "I'm not coming for you," he said, not even knowing if he was 


understood or not. "I'm trying to get a clear shot at that hoglin over there." 
A pause. 
And a nod. 


He nodded back, not really sure what to say, and nocked and loosed an arrow at the hoglin. It 
squealed, enraged, and tried to scrabble its way up the tree. 


"Can this thing climb?" he called over his shoulder at Joe, who just shrugged. 


"No, it can't," said the person from beside him, looking down at the pig and taking out a sharpened 
piece of... tusk? "Trial and error." Before they could take a stab, though, X had taken another 
arrow and shot it right through the brain. 


"Huh. Nice shot," said the person. 
Xisuma shrugged. "Close range," he said, almost apologetically. Then he paused for a bit. 


This close, he could see almost every rip in the person's plain dark red t-shirt. They looked 
familiar, definitely, but he couldn't place how, and at this point they might be anyone. They were 
wary, though, definitely, and one hand was still on the hilt of their knife. 


"Name's 'Suma," said X, reaching out his hand for a handshake. The other person looked at it for a 
moment as if it might grow teeth and took it, looking startled when X shook his hand. "And 
yours?" 


"Uh," started the other person in an uneasy monotone. "I'm not sure I have one yet." 


"That's alright," said Xisuma, looking around to make sure there were no more hoglins around 
before dropping lightly from the tree. "If you'd like to come with me and Joe, there's a village back 
in the Overworld and we can get you patched up there." 


"Joe?" 


Xisuma had to very strongly resist the urge to make a "joe mama," joke, but instead he gestured 
towards the other man on the treetops. "That guy." 


"Ah." 


"Follow me," he said, although he knew he didn't have to. The other... man? followed with an easy, 
loping grace. "Joe, d'you mind leading us back to the portal?" 


"Not at all," said Joe, climbing down the tree. He nodded at the newcomer. "Howdy." They 
nodded back after a brief, awkward period, then stepped aside to let Joe take the lead. The three 
interlopers crossed the rest of the short way in silence, only pausing every now and then to listen 
for approaching footsteps. 


Who are you? Xisuma wanted to ask, but he kept his quiet mouth shut. 


Xelqua still did not know what was going on. 


They cursed their luck, the universe, and most heatedly, themself, for staring when they could 
have, should have kept hidden. 


With every step came the sharp longing to run. With every shallow breath in their chest came the 
slow beating gong of a funeral drum- theirs or their companions'? They did not know. And they 
hated it. 


A child raised amidst the fires of Hell, taught nothing but the laws of the jungle, will not readily 
accept the mists of whatever passes for Heaven, not if it chills their heart. 


And these strange men! 


The shorter one wore some odd combination of shiny material and rectangular clear lens on their 
face, reaching up periodically to adjust them every so often. He had a bright blue shirt, and some 
leggings of unholy material that Xelqua knew, somehow, was called denim. He saw the world 
through the eyes of someone long used to describing it. He was terrifying. 


The taller one, though, somehow scared them even more, and not just because he could absolutely 
mop the ground with them with nothing but his bare hands. He just carried an air of quiet self- 
possessiveness with him, and again, somehow he seemed familiar. 


Xisuma was the name, was it? 
Xelqua could not shake the nagging thought that eventually, they'd come to fear it. 


That thought was immediately blasted out of their brain as soon as they stepped through the other 
side of the portal, though. 


"Holy shit." 
Xisuma gave a puzzled glance at them from under his helmet. "Where'd you learn that word?" 


"The piglins taught me." It was a joke, but the two men seemed to take it as fact. Joe shrugged. 
"For beings who eat gold, they have pretty dirty mouths," he said, but Xelqua wasn't listening. 


"By the way, welcome to Hermit's Hollow," said Xisuma with a sweeping gesture of his hand. 
It was terrifying. 
It was beautiful. 


The footsteps of men and gods alike seemed to echo through the streets here, four-winged birds 
with dreams falling from their outstretched wings like golden raindrops seemed to zoom overhead, 
the clouds racing each other across the sky in a shoving, jostling bid to reach the horizon first. 


The wind blew right past them and, spinning with a ruthless grin, took the breath from their lungs 
and kept on going. Was the cold here enough to stop a human heart? God, it felt like it. They were 
almost too afraid to take a breath, yet they had to by law of nature. 


"You haven't slept in a while, have you?" asked Xisuma, half to himself, almost as an afterthought. 


" " 


"What's sleep?" 


stranger in a strange land 


Chapter Summary 


a name is found for the stranger, who's still trying to wrap their head around the sky 
above. 


also, a conversation is had about about gender and pronouns. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


A few facts for you: a child of the earth, breathing the air of the sky, will almost instinctively put a 
hand to their chest just to make sure their heart still beats there. 


A person used to the subterranean heat of the unborn underworld will feel like they've been born 
for the first time, exposed to the night air, and absolutely will not know what to do with it. 


First contact is terrifying, especially when it's with a previously undiscovered part of your own 
soul. 


As such, it's understandable that Xelqua almost stumbled back into that portal from whence they 
came. The Overworld was cold, and scary, and beautiful in a freakishly horrible way, and 
mesmerizing, and to be completely honest they hated the first fifteen seconds spent there (and most 
of the ones spent afterwards) because it felt like their flesh was about to drop off of their arms 
because of the temperature. 


But, good lord, the stars. 


They stood there for about 30 seconds and just looked upwards, staring, barely breathing. They 
would have fallen to their knees and kept looking for an eternity had Xisuma and Joe not come out 
of the portal immediately behind them, instantly breaking their concentration. 


"Y'know, you'd think he'd never seen the stars before," said Xisuma, looking up as well for a bit. 


"Not-" started Xelqua, then realized they didn't exactly know why they'd said anything. "Hm? You 
haven't?" asked Xisuma. 


"Well, no, but that's not the- nevermind," said Xelqua with a sigh. "Just something else. I don't 
know. And no, I haven't seen them yet. I didn't even know there was a word for them. They hurt." 


"The stars... hurt?" 


"Yeah," said Xelqua, feeling more and more like an idiot every second that passed. Joe looked 
down from his own slightly myopic study of the sky, though, and shot them a small nod and a 
smile. 


"So... where are we going?" they asked, wrenching their gaze from the heavens to look around with 
marked distaste. It was cold, after all, and they were only wearing a t-shirt and some pants. And 
some really good looking combat boots. 


"Oh, to the main part of the Hollows," said Xisuma. "I have a spare bed and some food and 
water." 


"The Hollows?" 
"People live there," he explained, a bit awkwardly. "I sort of run the place." 
"Ah." 


"And it's a 30-minute walk," added Joe. "Unnamed guy, I'd be more than happy to explain the 
concept of sleep to you." 


"Unnamed guy?" asked Xisuma incredulously. 

Joe shrugged. "They haven't offered us one yet, and names are powerful things." 

"Are we walking or not?" interrupted Xelqua. 

[Dead silence. ] 

(Turns out, they were.) 

"Yeah," said Xisuma, clearing his throat. "Let's get going." 

Joe spent almost half of that walk back trying and failing to understand who, or what this Unnamed 


Guy (so they were named in his head), even was. Demon? Human? Half-elf? Rogue from another 
dimension entirely? He had no idea. 


‘Course, they looked entirely human enough. Brown hair tied back in a hasty ponytail, gashes up 
and down their leggings, odd knife made of... tusk? tied awkwardly to one thigh. Red eyes, too, 
mostly used so far for scanning the sky. 


The stars hurt, they'd said. 


Joe knew just enough about human and human-adjacent emotions to know that whoever this guy 
was, they were. And, from the sound of it, very intensely as well. 


But where did they get the clothes? And how did they speak English? And why in hell did they 
look like Xisuma? 


Lots of big questions, but no answers, yet. And he wasn't trying to pry, he had bigger fish to fry. 
Specifically, the fact that this guy didn't even know what sleep was. What??? 


"So, fill me in," they said, hands in pockets, sounding very awkward. "Sleep. What is this, how do 
I achieve it, and why is it important?" 


"Well, sleep is when the body systematically shuts down to refresh the brain, get the right going to 
the right places, and basically it just kind of resets for maintenance," said Joe, not really knowing 
what to say. 


The Unnamed Guy looked startled at that, and then decidedly scared, and then after a very long 
moment, absolutely horrified. "You're telling me," they said slowly after a moment, "that sleeping 
completely refreshes this... mortal form?" Ahead of them, X paused for a bit in something that 
might have been a stumble and locked his hands next to his sides, obviously trying not to raise one 


to his mouth. 


"You're thinking of a hard shutdown," explained Joe patiently. "That's death. This is just a 
temporary blackout for up to days at a time and then you wake up and we all treat it as normal." 


Unnamed Guy shot him a perfect "are you fucking kidding me?" look. (Impressive.) "This doesn't 
sound safe," they said. "A few days?" 


"In extreme cases, yes," said Joe, realizing that he might have gone a little far with the joke. 
"Usually, though, people go to sleep a few hours after sunset and wake up at sunrise. Not many 
people sleep during the day, although that is possible." 


"Huh. Alright," Unnamed Guy said. (That was getting exhausting. Lord.) "Why is it so cold?" 


"T'll explain seasons to you tomorrow," said Joe. He was going to have to explain a lot of things 
tomorrow. He was resigned to the fact, though. "So... do you know what a pronoun is?" 


"No?" 


"Basically, it's how someone indirectly refers to you," said Joe. "Usually, people just chill with the 
ones they've been given, but since you haven't really been given any, I was just wondering..." 


"Yeah," said Unnamed Guy. "I don't even know what the options are." 
"Well, the three standard ones are he, she, and they," said Joe. 
"Standard? As in, there's more ?" 

"Oh, yeah," said Joe. "Usually, though, people just stick to those three." 
"Huh." 


Somewhere ahead of both of them, X was apparently having a mild aneurysm, but Joe decided to 
ignore him for the moment. "Yeah, you can use as many or few as you want," he said. "I just 
thought you might want some context, y'know, so that you don't immediately show up and people 
end up using the wrong ones for you." 


"I don't even know what the right ones are," they said. "What if, like, they're all wrong?" 

"Well, let's just hope you get lucky," said Joe with a half shrug. 

Are they honest-to-god talking about pronouns back there? wondered X. Of course, he wasn't 
against it, but still, that sort of thing was confusing. Gender is weird. He just hoped that he wouldn't 
mess up too badly trying to use pronouns properly. 

"That doesn't sound very reassuring," said the guy, "but alright. So. She, he, they?" 


"Yeah," said Joe. "I could use them in a sentence for you, probably. I'd need to get you a name 
first, though." 


"Huh." A pause. "What's his name translate to?" 


"X's?" 


"Patience," said Xisuma from up front. "My name translates to 'patience' in a language long gone." 


"Question," said the guy, running up to keep pace with X. "Do you happen to know the word for 
‘impatience’ in said dead language?" 


X stopped short and turned around to look at them, and the unnamed guy stopped as well and 
calmly stared right back. 


From Joe's perspective a few steps behind the two of them, it seemed like he was witnessing the 
two polar ends of a line thousands of universes long coming within half a meter of each other. He 
had to strongly fight the urge to step back a few paces, because oh god, things all made a /ot more 
sense now. 


(Every light has its opposite in shadow, you remember, and every footstep gained in one realm is 
an inch lost in another.) 


(The blood of the covenant is thicker than the water of the womb, but right now, all he could see 
were the shrouding mists of fate underscoring a fact he'd known for a while in dripping black ink.) 


"That," said Xisuma after an eternity's wait of silence, "would be Xelqua." 


Chapter End Notes 
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a seven's day intermission 
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xelqua gets settled in, and joe explains a few things. a few miles away, mumbo gets 
off of the late shift. 
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the one about the stars 
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They were given a small, ramshackle little hut right next to Xisuma's residency. It was tiny, and 
just large enough to house a sink and a pallet in one corner and a tiny shower in another, and the 
toilet was outside, and there was a skylight. 


They fucking loved it. 


That first night, they didn't even bother sleeping, only pausing to grab a folded up blanket from 
beside the mattress. Next to it, in Xisuma's tidy handwriting, lay a note- "if you need anything, my 
house is 15 seconds away, just let me know" -but they barely skimmed over it before taking it off 
and, hesitating, folding it and putting it into their pocket. 


It wasn't like they really knew each other, anyways. But the gesture was nice. 


Walking outside, they spread out the blanket on the grass and sat down and flopped backwards 
and, for the first time that evening, they took a deep breath and just looked. 


There's so many. How do they stay up there without falling down? 


Well, obviously, the stars were above the houses here, so they couldn't be reached using normal 
methods, but maybe if they found the tallest place here and stretched up tall enough... 


They let out a shuddering breath that might have passed for a laugh under a different sky. The 
ceiling was not reachable, here. Whatever being had painted those tiny points of purest light up 
wherever that was had to be huge, tall enough to dab celestial paint onto that ink-black canvas. 


The stars were... beautiful. Of a different makeup than the grime and filth of their skin, obviously, 
made out of light and the silent vigil kept by the dead over the living. They were life and music and 
poetry, and Xelqua was stuck on the ground, a shorebound seabird with clipped wings, both hands 
behind their head, one knee up, staring at an art piece they'd never be able to see the edges of. 


This, the stories our souls whisper in the dead of night. 


These, the battles fought by holier men than us, on their knees begging the moon to lay mercy 
thick and dripping atop our heads like jester's hats. 


But that was nonsense, and the stars were just stars, and Xelqua was just a guy on their back 
looking at the sky, right? 


Right. 


And anyways, they had bigger concerns at the moment, like the man wearing that grey-and-purple 
helmet who had given them a look that could bore right through stone when they'd asked for a 
translation. They had no intention of even slightly pissing him off, and yet, again there came that 
nagging fucking sense of familiarity. 


Shut up and look at the stars, they firmly instructed their brain. And somehow, miraculously, their 
brain listened. 


(X found them there at dawn, asleep, goosebumps on their arms. He hesitated for a half second 
before going to get a second blanket to keep them warm.) 


Meanwhile, one house over, Joe Hills and Xisuma Void were having quite the conversation over 
two cups of lemon tea. 


"So... they're kind of like my evil twin?" asked X, ice-blue eyes politely bemused behind that visor 
of his. Joe sighed. "Not really 'evil,'" he said. "You know the concept of a foil?" 


"T don't," said Xisuma. 


"In storytelling, a foil is kind of like... a character who is a direct parallel to another character," said 
Joe. "You know the concept of yin and yang? Think of it that way, kind of." He waited as X took a 
sip of his tea through his helmet and carefully set it back down again. "Makes sense," was the 
response. "That explains the weird sense of... kinship, I guess, I've been feeling." 


"I'm just glad they have a name now," said Joe with a half-assed chuckle. "It was getting a bit 


strenous referring to them as 'Unnamed Guy'." 

"I guess it would be, right?" said X quietly. Then, appearing to focus again, "We can't expect 
everyone to pronounce... Xelqua." Joe heard the hesitation before he said the name, and decided 
not to press it. "Exy works as a nickname, doesn't it?" 


"I mean," started Joe. "It works?" They both laughed a bit at that. "It doesn't seem to fit them very 
well, but I mean, we don't have any better options, now do we? You can't just walk around calling 
a guy Impatience." 


Xisuma stiffened a bit at that, but raised a shoulder in a half-shrug. "Who knows?" he asked lightly. 
"Exy's easier to pronounce, anyways. I'll ask them tomorrow." 


The lack of words was a sentence in itself, the commas the quiet scraping of leaves against a 
window, the punctuation every time someone set down their cup. Joe knew a poet once who could 
spin the most beautiful descriptions out of a rich silence, but that person was not him. He wished he 
could quote them: things were getting a little bit awkward. 


"T'll start building them a proper house tomorrow," said X. "Not sure how big it'll be, but... you 
know what, I'll ask tomorrow. I left them a blanket and a note and an apple." 


"An apple, Xisuma?" 


"They seemed pretty well-fed!" 


"They've been living off of pork for the past two weeks. They smell like a feral hog. Tomorrow, 
you start building them a house and make sure you install a shower. Goodness." He meant it as a 
joke, but X looked a little sheepish. "Maybe I'm not too good at caring for people," he admitted, 
"but I know what I'm doing. Kind of. I'll go check on them." 


"You know I was joking, right?" Joe asked as Xisuma paused to open the door. 

"Maybe," he responded. 

A few miles away, a tired mechanic with his hair falling into his eyes paused to brush it back 
habitually. It came right back. It always came back. He really needed to get a haircut. 


Sighing, rolling his chair back a few feet, he reached over to turn his lamp off and drew back as it 
sparked. Another thing he needed to fix. Good Lord, he needed sleep. When had he last slept? 
Judging from the state of his mind, nowhere near enough. 


"Hey," said a familiar voice from the door. "Shift's over, Mumbo. You can go to bed." 
"I was just packing up for the night," he responded. "Thank you, though." 


"No problem," said Grian, leaning against the doorway. "By the way, a new guy showed up about 
2 hours ago. They're living with X for the moment, I think." 


"Really?" asked Mumbo, looking up from packing his tools back inside that weather-stained 
canvas messenger bag he always kept around. "Two hours? How do you know?" 


"A little birdie told me," said Grian with a grin. "A sparrow. Little guys. They fly pretty fast and 
talk faster, y'know? Rumor has it that the new person, whoever it is, is going to need a heating unit 
soon." 


"Grian, I appreciate the warning ahead of time, but I, bro, the last thing I need right now is another 
order," said Mumbo with a sigh. "I'll put it in for tomorrow." 


"You should take a weekend off, you know," said Grian as the two walked down the dusty path. 
(Another thing he had to do: install streetlamps.) "You deserve it." 


Mumbo stopped short midstride, turned, too-long hair barely skimming the tops of his eyebrows. 
"What?" 


"Look at yourself, dude, you're barely getting any rest. You need a haircut and a shower. I'll tell 
everyone you're taking the weekend off, they'll understand, you can sleep in instead of waking up 
at 5 and going to bed half past sundown." Did Grian know that then, just then, he looked like a 
slightly sideways guardian angel, wings with a faint sheen inhaled by the moon? Did he know that 
right now, he was one of the few people on this hell of a planet holding him together by sheer 
threads? 


Sleep. He needed sleep. 


He rubbed his eyes, tried to stay awake. Focus. Focus. A weekend off sounded nice, right? But he 
couldn't just do that. He couldn't pause. The Hermits- his friends- asked for this, and he wasn't 
about to give up on them. 


Besides, if the new guy needed a heating unit, well who was he to not give them a heating unit? 


"Next week," he said. "I can't. I'm sorry." 
The Devil waits for no man, and Mumbo was no exception. 


He forced his feet to keep walking, one more step, two more steps. 40 to that tree over there, 60 
more to the rock. Another few hundred and he'd be at his house, in the bed, asleep. In his clothes, 
like usual, but what was different there? 


Fuck sleep, he needed sanity. 


And right now, if he didn't have a singular thing to work towards, he'd lose what scant grip he had 
on it. 


"T'll go visit them tomorrow," he said, ignoring Grian's obviously worried look. "I'll do it for free. 


First, though, he needed a nap. 


Chapter End Notes 
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an air conditioner and other things 


Chapter Summary 


the new guy gets an air conditioner and meets Mumbo, Mumbo gets the new guy an 
air conditioner while sleep deprived and makes a new... friend? 


Exy was woken up at the asscrack of dawn by a knock at their door. Naturally, not being used to 
waking up at all or the noise of someone knocking at all, they grabbed their knife and opened the 
door expecting for all of the world a hoglin about to burst through the walls. 


What they got instead was a startled black-haired man in a filthy, rumpled white button-up 
retreating several steps instantly, hands in the air. "Please don't kill me," he said quickly. "I'm the 
air conditioner man. I haven't slept in three days. I'm here to install an air conditioner." 


"What the hell is an air conditioner?" asked Exy, still holding the knife. "Who sent you?" 


"Name's Mumbo," said the man, awkwardly lowering his arms. "An air conditioner is a thing that 
makes the air in your house cooler when it's too warm outside. I kind of invited myself over 
because Grian said there was a new guy who needed one but if you need me to leave-" 


"Can the air whatever make the air warmer too? I don't like the cold." 
"Um, yes?" 


They sheathed their knife and stepped aside to let the man in. "Come on in, then." 


Mumbo did not know what to do about the strange man with a very sharp knife looking at him 
from where they were leaning against the wall. He did not know where he was supposed to go or 
where even to install this or anything. 


So, he did the only thing he knew how to do naturally while running off of minus 72 hours of sleep 
and dropped the toolbox on his foot. 


Fantastic start, Mumbo. Bloody fantastic. 


He did the natural thing and, at the top of his lungs, yelled "FUCK!" followed by several curses 
aimed at Life and muttering under his breath about how this was a stupid idea. Again, fantastic 
Start. 


Across the room, the stranger cracked a small smile and loped over to get the tools back in the box. 
"I haven't slept in two weeks," they offered. 


Mumbo just stared. They looked completely put together, minus the fact that they tried to kill him 
earlier. "How?" was the only word that he could form. 


"Never needed it," they responded. "I'm from the Nether." 


"Oh. " 


Well, that explained a lot. 


The next 15 minutes passed in abject silence, the only noise being Mumbo assembling what was 
needed of the air unit and the new guy fiddling with something. (Were they polishing their knife? 
What was their name?) 


"Do you have a name?" he asked. 
"Yeah," came the response from behind. "Xelqua." 


"Alright," he said, "because I didn't want to just be calling you 'the guy' in my head constantly." He 
tightened a bolt and resisted the urge to check over his shoulder and ward off the stare boring into 
his back. God, did they ever blink? 


There was a stain on the wall. Mumbo focused on that. Or, tried to. His vision went blurry, and he 
sat down hard on the floor. He barely even noticed Xelqua leaving the room. An eternity later, 
someone was shaking him by the shoulders. 


"Mumbo? Mumbo? Earth to Mumbo? Oh, good god," said a voice that sounded distinctly like 
Grian. "Someone get this man a blanket and a pillow." He tried to protest that he didn't need one, 
but his words weren't working. 


"Get some sleep," said another voice. "You can work on this tomorrow." 


The last thing he remembered before drifting off was someone tucking a blanket around his 
shoulders and vaguely wondering, Didn't I do this last month? 


He'd have to ask the stranger how they did it. 


"Does he do that a lot?" Exy asked, looking down at the man asleep on the floor. 
"Yeah," said the man with wings. 


"Yeah," sighed Xisuma, getting up from where he'd been tucking a blanket around ...Mumbo's? 
shoulders. "I forgot to tell him that we're building you a new house soon anyways. He'll have to 
reinstall the whole thing anyways. He'll work himself to death someday, I swear." 


"It's already happened once," said the winged guy. Exy couldn't tell if they were joking or not. 


"New house?" they asked, partially to distract from the guy asleep on the floor. "How long will it 
take to build?" 


"Two or three days, at most," said Xisuma. "Scar speed-drafted some plans, and it should be up by 
the end of the week." 


"Does it have a window in the roof?" asked Xelqua. 
"A skylight?" asked Xisuma. 


"Didn't know there was a name for it, but yeah." A skylight, huh? The name alone sounded 
absolutely preposterous. Were the people down on earth supposed to give light to the sky, or was 
the sky supposed to give light to them? They didn't know how to ask. 


"Don't worry," said X, completely misunderstanding their slightly confused expression. "You'll 
have a place to stay. Now, you're going to be staying here a while, do you want to meet some of the 


others here or..?" 


"Sure," said Exy, who wasn't sure at all. "It can't hurt, right?" 


It was one of those transition days where spring was dancing with summer, and every mote of light 
that settled on the grass illuminated and held it up. 


The buildings settled on the horizon were drowned in a heat haze, and the dirt paths next to the 
loping fences were baked solid: no water today. 


The heat of the Overworld, reflected Exy, was not the same as the persistent heat of the Nether. 
This one was drowsier, sleepier, wetter, more like a smothering blanket than the soft dry embrace 
of the Nether that they were used to. 


There, your lungs could crack for want of moisture. Here, it could drown you. 
The sun, too, sat heavy on their skin and threatened to burn them to embers. 
They didn't like it very much, but at least the walk was nice. 


X was quiet, despite his claim that he'd fill them on everything. He appeared deep in thought, eyes 
focused on the ground, sometimes looking up or leaning over the railing to look at some 
infintestimal point of light in the distance. When Exy asked what it was, he startled a bit. "Just 
something I've been expecting for a while," he said, and kept walking. 


There was a stilled air to this place, wasn't there? The towers in the distance seemed on the verge 
of falling backwards into the whitespace beyond, and yet not so. There was a hint of flowers laced 
into the air, and something else? They couldn't figure out what it was. It was intoxicating. 


"My bad," said X abruptly. "I have a lot on my mind. The first day of summer's always a busy time 
for me. Me and Joe were talking about a nickname for you- a shorter name, if you will, and we 
decided on Exy. Does that work?" 


"It does," said Exy. "Nice and short. Better than everybody thinking of me as 'the guy,’ anyways." 


They still had so many questions. About the man currently asleep on their floor. About the way the 
air seemed to taste of some eccentric mix of life and death. About the sky. So, they took a deep 
breath and asked. 


Clouds wheeled above. hung in the air by some invisible string, and back on earth, both feet on the 
ground, a kingdom and its king walked the grass. 


In the ocean, a small boat braved the waves. 


In the maw of the earth, a small mining party leapt down steep outcroppings and laughed, looking 
for that goldless gold, looking for shiny objects in the neverending monotony of the dull. They 
carried their own lights. They lit up the holes in the deep like small chittering moons. 


A few miles off, a house was started to be constructed. A tired mechanic was led to a bed a house 
over, and the moon rose and the moon set, not forgetting the odd stranger, whom Mumbo would 
learn to get along with very well in the years ahead. 


They all would, in the end. 


old snows 
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stories are told and tea is poured 
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And so, summer passed. 


Autumn settled in, cross-legged, to rake her windy fingers through the hair of the Hollows, through 
the carpets of leaves that everyone silently wished would crunched when stepped on like the 
withered exoskeletons of cicadas still hanging on for dear life from some of the trees. 


The flora and fauna of the valley, burnt to a crispy brown by the lack of heat, ripened and fell to 
the ground, leaving their stems and stalks to fend for themselves in the first frost. 


The Hollowsfolk were familiar with the refreshing coolness that came with a summer rain as well 
as the taking over of a mildly different type of water that, during the winter, colored everything 
white to be filled in with fresh blooms come spring. For now, though, the snows were here, and 
with them came the deep silence of winter. 


Exy did not quite like the cold. 


Being raised in the Nether’s unyielding heat, like that of a dryer, to walk out every morning and see 
their breath in the air like the fog of some ghost was a phenomenon both unexpected and oddly 
humbling. 


They always kept the heat on in their newly constructed house, one with a skylight and a back 
garden and plenty of space for various odds and ends. They still preferred to sleep on the floor. 
They visited the Nether whenever they could to escape the freeze. They kept their hair long. They 
stargazed every night that clouds weren’t present, and when no jewels were to be seen in the sky, 
they slept (more ouf of habit than an actual need for sleep). 


“How,” they demanded of X on the morning of the first frost, teeth chattering, “do you turn the 
cold off?” 


Xisuma just shrugged. “You don’t,” he said. 

“Then what am I supposed to do?” 

“Exy, it’s the first day of autumn. This is nothing compared to Febuary.” 
“You mean it’s going to get colder? ” 

“Yep. You just have to sit it out. Pll get you a jacket.” 


As they reflected later, he was probably just messing with them. At the same time, though, they 
never really got used to the cold, or the way the ice cracked as it froze in the winter. Or the silence 


of everything. Or the snow. Or- you know what, they just did not like winter. It felt wrong. 


As someone raised in the subterranean hell where the temperature never dropped below 80, they 
caught on to the fact that their blood was not suited to the colder climes of the Overworld pretty 
quickly on. 


Some in the Hollows, like the ever-weary Mumbo and Wels, who as far as Exy could tell slept in 
his plate armor, dropped by regularly during the winter months for companionship and advice on 
how to survive the longer nights without going insane (being born in a place that didn’t have the 
sun, this advice wasn’t needed, but they appreciated it nonetheless). Mumbo, who had become 
awkward friends with the newcomer after passing out on their floor, often brought along some 
small piece of machinery to fix or work with. Wels was just nice. The advice the two of them gave 
was good, though, and their presence better. 


That first winter was a study in the freezing of time and marrow. Nights were long, often spent 
walking the moon’s shadow or sititng before a fire with a crowd gathered close and Xisuma’s 
largest kettle of tea whistling in the kitchen somewhere nearby. They crowded into the living 
room, up to 7 at a time, crammed into couches and old chairs and sat on the floor, and talked. 


The tales these people told, of monsters and half-serious bar fights and fallen gods, were riveting 
and beautiful in their oddity. Exy leaned in whenever someone had a story to spin, or an anecdote 
to pour alongside another cup of tea, learning quickly that these smallest jewels of time and 
memory were worth paying attention to. 


“T had a friend who’s a historian, you know,” said Wels one night, leaning back in his chair. “The 
dates and times and the stuff like that were never really my sort of thing. But she went all around 
the worlds and collected folk tales and stories and things like that and passed some of them along 
to me. My favorites were always the oldest ones, about the supposed forming of the universe and 
all that.” 


“Oh, yeah,” said Iskall. “I remember those! I think we all heard of them one way or another. But I 
never get tired of listening to them.” 


“The one about Fate, and Death, and Life?” asked Stress (who, out of all of the Hollowsfolks, 
never seemed to be bothered by the cold. Exy made a mental note to ask her how she did it the 
next morning). 


“Yep, and the gods too,” said Wels, taking a sip of hot chocolate. “Joe knows it better, but he’s 
busy tonight. Exy, do you know it?” 


“What?” asked Exy, not expecting to be called on at all. They cleared their throat. “Uh, no. 
Nobody’s ever told me any of these. I sort of just... came here.” 


“If you don’t know it after talking about how much you do, Wels, I'll be extremely dissapointed,” 
said Mumbo dryly from his spot in the corner. That got a couple laughs from the motley audience 
in the room, including Wels himself. 


“Yeah, get on with it, I’m interested,” said Grian with a grin. His plumage this late in the winter 
was dusty white. It blended in with the chair he perched on. 


“Well, if you all stopped talking,” started Wels jokingly. 


“Just get on with it,” said Mumbo. 


“Well, long ago, at the beginning of time,” started Wels dramatically, “there were two and a half 
beings in the universe.” 


“Two and a half?” asked Iskall incredulously. 

“There were three,” said Wels. “One wasn’t fully formed yet, and was still asleep.” 
“Then just say that,” said Mumbo. 

“Hey,” interjected Xisuma. “Let him talk.” 


“Two and a half beings,” continued Wels. “Life, Death, and the yet-unformed Fate, who would lie 
asleep for a while. These two and a half beings were the primordial deities, fully divine from the 
start, with the power to grant or revoke full godhood and govern the universe as they saw fit. 


“These two and a half beings-” 
“ Wels, ” groaned Mumbo. 


“two and a half beings,” plowed on Wels, “namely Life and Death, agreed that Death would need 
a helper to keep track of all the souls she’d collect. Life was a part of all of those alive from the 
start, so they needed no help running things smoothly. The Angel of Death, called the Reaper by 
some, ended up marrying Death herself, but that’s a different story.” 


“Life styled itself the more powerful of the two from the start,” added X. “It’s been the bona-fide 
keeper of the universe for a span beyond memory.” 


“Yeah,” said Wels. “People have often said that Death is kinder, though, more human than Life 


” 


is. 
“She is,” confirmed X. 
“Wait, you know these people?” asked Exy. “I thought they were just myths.” 


X gave them a level look. “Even fairy tales have a start in real life,” he said. “Where else would 
they come from?” 


“What about Fate, though?” asked Grian. “Did they ever wake up?” 


“T don’t know,” said Wels with a shrug. “From what I’ve heard, we’ re still waiting for them. 
They’ ve been running things subconsciously, according to the stories. Dreaming of wars and 
oceans and kingdoms and the lives of everybody all at once. I think Life forgot about them, but it’s 
said that Death never did.” 


“Huh,” said Grian. “You know, I’ve always wondered what it’d be like to meet the master of my 
fate, and how I'd react if it ever happened.” He took a sip of hot chocolate, grinned, and continued, 
sitting up straighter. “I might punch them.” 


“That wouldn’t be a very good idea, punching a primordial deity like that,” cautioned X. “They’re 
the three most powerful beings in the universe. I bet you wouldn’t even feel like a fly to them.” 


“Good point,” said Grian, motioning Wels to continue. 


“There have been lots of prophecies about Fate ever since people realized they were still asleep,” 
continued Wels. “A couple of these include the ones concerning the end of the universe, when they 
wake up. They say they’Il be the one to herald the end, when it comes.” 


“Let’s hope they don’t wake up anytime soon, then,” said Iskall, raising her cup of chocolate in a 
toast to something, maybe to the universe, maybe to Time itself. Exy didn’t know, but they silently 
raised their glass as well. Whatever it was, they got the distinct feeling that it was worth 
celebrating. 


“Cheers,” said X. “Wels, mind if I pick up from here?” 
“Go ahead,” said Wels. “I was out of words, anyways.” 


“Fat chance,” muttered Mumbo, getting a laugh from the room. Exy grinned. Xisuma never spoke 
up much at these late night story sessions, just watched and listened. They wondered what he 
knew, and how much. 


“Well, there are primordial deities, and then there are the major and minor ones, the ones your 
mind go to when you think of gods and goddesses,” said X. “Nature, a couple of the cardinal 
human emotions like Love and Wrath (who are siblings, it’s said), the Sun and Moon, things like 
that. 


“They were handpicked, especially the major ones, for their values and virtues and given 
immortality and a task to complete throughout eternity, however long eternity lasts. Most of them 
reside here on Earth, to mingle with the mortals and give their gifts. 


“Some of the names you may be familiar with- the Blood God, the First Muse, the Goddess of 
Griefs -are all deities in their own right, both major and minor. Most are kings and queens of their 
own kingdoms, but some pose as common mortals, good at slipping from place to place and 
keeping history alive.” 


“Like you, then, X?” asked Stress jokingly. Xisuma’s expression, as always, was hard to see behind 
his helmet, but Exy was ninety-five percent certain he was smiling. 


“Who knows?” he asked mysteriously. “I might be, I might not. You’ ll have to figure that part out 
for yourself.” 


Stress shrugged. “I think you are,” she said. “I haven’t seen you grow a grey hair yet.” 
“Nobody’s seen him grow a grey hair,” said Iskall. “His helmet’s always on!” 
“Only starting half a year ago!” protested Stress. 


“T mean, it doesn’t feel like it,” said X, unconsciously reaching up to scratch the back of his head 
underneath the helmet. “I wouldn’t know about any grey hairs. I don’t have eyes in the back of my 
head.” 


“Yeah, right,” said Grian. 


“Well, people usually start growing grey hair around their 30s or 40s,” said Stress. “How old are 
you again?” 


“T forgot,” said X simply after a short pause. Stress, understanding the subject to be closed, nodded 
and went to refill her cup of herbal tea. 


It was quiet in the room after that, but not the awkward type of quiet that comes after an out-of- 
taste joke was loudly announced or something like that. It was a soft, comfortable silence, one 
reached when all inhabitants of it were out of words to say and simply being together, filled with 
the crackling of flames and the little noises made by the various people sitting around. 


“You know,” spoke up Exy after a short period of time, “piglins don’t usually speak English, but 
I’ve heard a few recite some tales of their own.” 


“Alright,” said Grian with interest, who’d appeared to have drifted off to sleep for a bit. Mumbo 
was quietly snoring in his corner. “What about?” 


“T didn’t listen too hard, I was busy trying to figure out which Nether mushrooms were edible and 
which ones weren’t,” said Exy with a slight grin. “There was one story about the rifts between the 
worlds, though, that caught my attention.” 


Xisuma nodded slightly, and they went on. “According to the piglins,” they said, “once, the three 
main dimensions were part of the same world, inhabiting the same reality. You could walk, given 
enough time, from the Nether through the Overworld to the End without any portals. Then, the 
worlds split due to some huge sin I didn’t quite catch the details of. 


“The Nether was sunk to the lowest level physically possible given its coherency, the Overworld 
stayed relatively where it was, and the End was set to watch over them all from the very bottom, 
housed in the deepest pits of the ethereal Void. It’s fractured because, according to the piglins, 
they’re the ones who broke the worlds.” 


“Huh,” said Wels. “I wonder what happened for all that to have gone down.” 

“At that point, I had to run for my life because a hoglin caught my scent,” said Exy. “I didn’t catch 
anything past that.” 

X yawned. “It’s getting late,” he said. “You’re all welcome to stay as late as you want, but ’'m 
headed up to bed. Tomorrow’s midwinter, which means a couple preparations have to be made.” 


“May as well pack in for the night,” said Wels, getting up. Grian, alongside many others, agreed, 
and they all slowly filed out into the wind and the night and the lower recesses of the bright, 
freezing sky. 


Exy, the last to leave, stood in front of the door for a couple of minutes despite the biting cold and 
looked back at the house. 


This, the one of only a few places left that still keeps warm throughout the freezing winter. 


This, the repository of souls, of stories, of the pooling of hearts and emotions in one common 
twine. 


Exy wondered for a split second, standing there, how many more stories would be told there, and if 
they’d ever make their way into any. 


Probably not, they thought to themself, trudging through the snow. There’s not a lot I could do to 
make it into any stories, whether great or small. They were, though, thinking of the tales they’d 
heard that night, especially the ones that spoke of the gods. Especially the ones that spoke of Fate. 


When Fate wakes up, they thought, half-seriously, I’ll ask them how they come up with all of these 
stories. 
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solstice 


Chapter Summary 


on the night of the winter solstice, several of the Hollowsfolk are up and about for 
reasons ranging from personal to spiritual. 


or, 


gifts are exchanged 


Exy had seen enchanted weapons before in the hands of piglins, wielded cunningly with an unclean 
tint to their glimmers, but none ever shone so brightly at this. 


(The first difference between a man and an animal is how well he polishes his sword. The second 
is how he treats his dead. Isn't it odd how we base our quality of life off of our quality of death?) 


"Whoa," they said, taking it gingerly from Iskall and testing the steel against their palm. It was a 
beautiful piece of work, and as they flipped it over, they saw runes ingraved on the flat end, near 
the hilt: lithe and graceful characters, outlining a holy script as solemn as it was beautiful. 


"Can I keep this?" they asked, looking up. 


"Of course," chuckled Iskall. "I thought it might be a better weapon than that bone knife you carry 
around, no offense. If you need help with the weighting or anything like that, your brother's pretty 
good with a sword-" 


Thankfully, Exy had remembered to put down the sword before tackling Iskall in a hug, or else 
somebody would have gotten hurt. As it were, they nearly knocked the both of them into a nearby 
table, and would have bowled Iskall over if he was any more startled. 


Hugs, Exy decided, squeezing so hard that they worried for a minute they might actually crack the 
other man's ribs, are alright. 


"Didn't think you would be a hugger," said Iskall. "Anyways, of course the sword is yours! Why 
would I give it to you if not?" 


Exy stepped back, looked at the sword at the table, back at the man standing, arms folded, directly 
across from them. "Test run?" 


Iskall grinned, a small thing that seemed to warm up the whole room. "Who knows?" He reached 
over and grabbed the sword, picked it up, swung it with the easy grace of a man long accustomed 
to sharp things and the keeping of them. "It's enchanted with Sharpness Four and Unbreaking as 
well," he said, reaching for a green apple on a nearby counter. "May I?" 


"Sure," said Exy, not really sure what was about to happen. 


In one fluid motion, Iskall tossed the apple into the air and cut it cleanly in half. The chopped bits 
of the apple fell onto the floor with a wet thwack, and Exy must have been staring because when 
Iskall picked both slices up and ran them under the water, he turned around and raised an eyebrow. 


"Was it really that impressive?" 
"Yes," said Exy, accepting an apple slice. "You said enchantments? What are those?" 


"They're kind of like enhancements," said Iskall, sitting down in a chair and taking a bite of apple. 
"Things that can be added to a blade, piece of armour, anything. They're kind of like... you know 
when you add flavour to a glass of water? It's like that." 


"Right," said Exy, not understanding a thing being said. 


"Don't worry, there are people about it more knowledgable about this subject than I," said Iskall, 
handing the sword back to them and patting it. "Xisuma is one of them." 


"Huh, alright," Exy said. They looked outside. The sun was going down. "Getting dark out," they 
said. "Are you going to be staying, or?" 


"Oh, no, I was just dropping by to give you the sword," said Iskall, zipping up his jacket. "Are you 
planning on sleeping tonight?" It was a joking question, but Exy decided to answer it seriously. 


"No, not tonight, but maybe tomorrow," they said. "See you later?" 


"See you later," said Iskall cheerfully, walking out the door and shutting it tightly behind him. A 
blast of cold air crept in. 


Exy stood there for a couple more seconds, a lost kid holding a sword, before shaking their head 


and deciding to keep it on the table. It looked nice there. They'd ask X about it tomorrow. 


Xisuma, stood thigh-deep in snow, was watching the sun go down on the shortest day of the year, 
an odd sense of anxiety haunting his chest like a ghost. 


He didn't get nervous much. He didn't like the feeling. 


Every year on the winter solstice, he went out to an obscure spot on top of a mountain or deep in a 
forest or someplace like that, bringing nothing but a small knife and a flint striker and maybe an 
apple if he knew it was going to be a long walk. 


He'd walk about a mile usually to the place he'd scouted out earlier in winter, and raise a small 
cairn of stones, put some grass or small sticks in, and light it up to stare at it until it flickered out. 


It was far enough away from the Hollows to not be seen, and never burned longer than 30 minutes. 
He never spoke. 


Every year, exactly 6 months after the anniversary of his crowning as king, he went to some place 
where no soul would ever tread but him and lit a small fire in honour of the anniversary's opposite. 


Xisuma was not an eidolist, nor was he a very spiritual sort of person, but he'd heard of the 
concepts of yin and yang and knew the people who came up with that idea were on the right track. 


Isn't it a law of the universe, after all, that each action has its equal and opposite reaction? He was 
just doing his best to keep things balanced. 


But, god, it was cold. 


Febuary, usually, holds the deepest chill, the one that comes when you're in the last days of winter 
and you're starting to wonder if spring will really come at all. 


Midwinter is silent, and solemn, and in the middle of that long polar night you could almost 
asphyxiate for want of light. 


He shook off his doubts, made sure his boots were cinched tightly, started walking. It was about a 
30 minute walk there, the ritual might take about 15 minutes, and it was another 30 back. Hour 
fifteen. No problem, right? 


He wondered if Exy was asleep, and decided almost instantly that the answer was no. They didn't 
strike him as the kind of person to be asleep on a night like this. 


And besides, the devil doesn't sleep. 
It was a thought that came quickly and left, but it sounded like a litany of some sort. 
God, how strongly the parallels were circling this fixed point tonight. 


That night was as silent as the moon, broken only by the crunch of sturdy boots through snow 

and the figure of a large man arrayed in dark green trudging through it. Against the backdrop of the 
withered oaks in their deprecated prime, he appeared no more than a weary traveler on his way to 
some forgotten land. 


The appointed spot lay, silent, in the midst of a forest. Xisuma walked up to it and placed a few 
stones around in the form of a crude cairn, ripped some grass from the earth, tossed it in, set it 
alight, stepped back. 


There was no sound but the crackling of the flames and the nightly noises of the forest. 


It was silent, as he intended it to be. Here was a ritual that required no noise and no sacrifice, for it 
was a ritual of memory, a summoning of things past, not of things present or future. 


This cairn was dedicated to the bones of the earth from which it was made, and the fire served a 
purpose not to burn but to act as a catalyst for those whose flames had gone out. 


He stood there and remembered, and the stars glittered overhead, and when the flame finally went 
out he kicked over the mound and walked back home. 


The other Hollowsfolk had learned, over the years, to give him his allotted day on the solstice to do 
this, although they knew not where he went or what he did. He always was back by the next 
morning, with no visible harm done to him, so they saw no need to ask. 


Everybody here had their secrets, and everyone here knew how to keep them. 


As long as they stayed safe, those skeletons they all kept in their closets could slowly decompose 
into dust, for all he cared. 


He’d kept a lamp on in his foyer, so he was not surprised at all to see yellow light glimmering 
through his windows. 


What he did not expect when he walked through the door, though, was Exy sitting in one of his 
chairs awkwardly, holding an iron sword. 


“Can you teach me how to use this?” they asked, one lamp reflecting off of their face. 


X did not see any reason why he could not. 


Joe was reading a battered and weatherworn journal written by a traveler who, he remembered, had 
worn a faded and dusty cloak and pushed the leatherbound treasure into his hands and told him to 
keep it safe and remember it. He had said that he would. 


That was 20 years ago. 


Every year on the winter solstice, he took the book out of the battered cedar chest he kept it in all 
other days of the year and read exactly three pages. He did this fot the simple reason that if he read 
it in a night, he’d forget about it soon after, and Joe was nobody if not a man who honored his 
word. 


He was a page and a half through his subdued study of this traveler and their journeys beyond the 
maps- a mortal man in the employ of Death? -when a knock came at his door and he looked up, 
recognizing the pattern. 


“Howdy, Cleo,” he said, carefully marking the page he was on for later study. He had a couple 
hours before midnight. He had time to finish. “What brings you here?” 


“Hello, Joe,” said Cleo, walking in with her usual blend of confidence and oddly lurching gait (the 
stitches on her leg were beginning to come loose, Joe saw). “Nothing much. I was just out walking 
and thought I’d drop by for a bit. You have any tea?” 


“T have just enough mint leaves left to flavor two of my largest cups,” said Joe. “Would you like 
some?” 


“Of course,” said Cleo, sitting back in the wicker chair closet to the fire. (She always sat in that 
chair. She had been doing so for the past 25 years.) 


Cleo always had news to tell when she dropped by his house for tea and some bread, if he had any 
to spare, and tonight was no different. As he opened the cabinet door and rifled about for some 
leaves, he listened absently while she talked: Mumbo was finally taking a break after working 
nonstop for three months, Grian had found a way to attach Christmas lights to his plumage, Gem 
and Xisuma were out on mysterious errands of their own, as they usually were on the solstice. 


“And the new person?” asked Joe, turning from the kettle on the stove. “Exy?” 


“They keep to themself, usually,” said Cleo with a half-shrug. “Don’t like the cold. They’re rarely 
seen outside their house. I keep meaning to go talk to them, but then my leg gave out halfway 
here.” She patted the bottom half of her right leg, which wiggled ominously. “I had to hop on one 
foot the whole way.” 


“Ah,” said Joe, reaching for the needle-and-thread box he kept in easy reach on the side table just 
for this occasion, sliding it to her. “You know you don’t have to ask permission to use this, right?” 


“Tt just seems rude,” Cleo protested, opening the box and starting to add extra stitches to the 
bottom half of her leg. “Would anyone else like it if you walked into their house and just used their 
sewing kit to pin your leg back on?” 


“T mean, X might be worried but he’d get it,” said Joe, deliberately ignoring her question. “Besides, 
you’re a zombie. This sort of thing just... happens, you know?” 


Cleo’s communicator pinged somewhere in her pocket, but she ignored it. “You’re Joe,” she said, 
as if that explained everything, tying the last knot tight and testing her weight on the newly 
reinforced leg, which held. “You wouldn’t blink if a skeleton walked in here and asked for milk.” 
She snorted. “Hell, you’d probably give it the milk!” 


On the table next to Joe, his communicator made a little beep. He checked it: a message from 
Xisuma. 


[Xisuma]: I know Cleo’s with you 
[Xisuma]: Please tell her to check her comms 
“Let me guess: X is at it again?” asked Cleo. 
“Indeed,” said Joe. “He sent you something and told me to tell you to read it.” 


“Must be important, then,” said Cleo, fishing her comms out of her pocket and checking it. “Oh, 
would you look at that. The new guy wants to know about enchanted items.” 


“You’re the one who knows the most about them, after all,” said Joe, handing her a cup of freshly 
minted mint tea. 


“Listen, alright,” said Cleo. “Just because I’m held together by my own sheer will and a decently 
strong spell does not mean I know a lot about magic. You hooligans just happen to not know a lot 
about it at all.” 


“There’s nobody else in this kingdom who could enchant a leather bag and be completely discreet 
about it,” pointed out Joe. “They’re curious. You’re good at what you do.” 


“You're too nice, Joe,” said Cleo. 
“T’m just stating facts,” said Joe with a shrug. 


“Oh, shut up,” she said, sipping her (scalding hot) tea without making so much as a face. “How’s 
the book going?” 


“T’m a page and a half through,” said Joe, opening it back up. “Now, if you’ll see the stains on this 
part of the page and the hastily scribbled handwriting...” 


Wels, sat in front of Mumbo’s fire next to Grian and Mumbo himself, had finally convinced the 
moustached wonder to take a break for a week. 


"I mean, alright, if you're sure," said Mumbo, one hand nervously scratching the back of his head. 
"But, really, dude, I'm fine-" 


"You are not fine," said Wels firmly, sitting forwards. "You're running yourself ragged here, 
Mumbo, and you need a break. We're locking up the shop for a week. Everyone will understand. 
You'll be alright." 


"But-" said Mumbo, raising a hand when Grian opened his mouth. He took a shaky breath. "It's not 
that I don't know how to take a break," he said, getting up and pacing. "But- it's better than having 
to sit here, night after night, listening to my own thoughts before I go to sleep. It's driving me 
insane. I know this isn't healthy but what other option do I have?" 


"Y'know," said Wels, "I heard somewhere once that Iskall's a liscensed therapist. She wouldn't 
object to helping you past all of this." 


"You realize you can trust us, right?" asked Grian. "Like, we're not you but we know you pretty 
well." 


"No, no, no, I do," said Mumbo quickly. He seemed even more frazzled than usual, if possible, 
hand in his hair constantly, frayed edge to his voice. "I just don't know if I can even trust myself to 
make the right decision here. I've been living sideways for so long that I'm terrified of finally 
flipping myself the right side up, if that makes sense." 


"Mumbo, come here," said Grian, standing up and giving the taller man a hug. "We hear you. We 
believe you. You're going to be alright. But we're worried about you," he said firmly, stepping back 
with his hands still on his friend's shoulders, "and you need some help." 


"Yeah," said Wels. "I'm putting in a word with Iskall. We'll stay here with you if you don't want to 
go up to your room alone." 


"No," said Mumbo, stepping back. "No. I'm not going to be any more- you all go back to your 
houses, your bed is more comfortable than my couch. Don't make this any harder for yourselves 
than it needs to be. Please." 


Wels heard the mounting panic in his voice, quickly sent a message to Iskall- "hey if you don't 
mind dropping by Mumbo's house, he's panicking," -and went to get him a blanket. 


When he got back, Mumbo was sitting on the couch, head in hands. Wels put the blanket over his 
shoulders and wrapped it around. 


"We're not leaving you here alone," he said, and Mumbo made a head movement that was most 
likely a nod. 


[I don't feel like I need to record the rest of what happened in Mumbo's head that night in much 
detail. What it boiled down to was this: Mumbo's breaths came quickly and raggedly and 
unevenly, and he spent most of his time on the floor besides the fire, trying to rearrange his 
jumbled thoughts out of a knot he flinched every time he touched. ] 


Wels and Grian, true to their word, did not leave, and when Iskall dropped by about 15 minutes 
later, having ran over at almost top speed, things got better. Slowly. Over the course of a couple 
minutes, and lots of tea, and a few hugs, and more than a couple tears, slowly things got to a point 
where Mumbo could see why he needed a break so badly, and where to go from here. 


This was the first night of fighting off those phantoms of the mind in the company of others, but it 
would not be the last. There would be worse, and more frequent at some points, but it marked an 
important shift in the psyche of Mumbo Jumbo: he was not alone, and never was, really, and would 
not be again for a long while. 


The road to healing is never linear. It has roundabouts and pitfalls and steep climbs up and 
sometimes you will find yourself at the bottom of a cliff you swear you'd finally scaled last week. 
What matters, though, is that you realize that the highest place you can reach for is rarely, if ever, 
the best place to be. 


What makes it easier, though, is if you have someone willing to fish you out of some deep mire 
with nothing but a length of string and their bare hands, mud on their cheeks, laughing as they 
towel you off. 


Mumbo, after years of nearly drowning, had finally been tossed a raft, and although he did not yet 
know where to steer it he had to admit that it was much better than where he'd been. 


And besides, he woke up the next morning with a much lighter heart and saw three friends passed 
out on his floor and couches and thought that you know what, this is worth taking a break for. 


This might not be properly living, not just yet, but that sun that shone through the window had the 
power to warm and enhance his parched skin for the first time in months. 


Somehow, the longest night of the year was the shortest one he could recall recently. 
The night was over, and for now the days were only getting longer. 


Mumbo smiled, and poked Grian awake, and when that didn't work he boffed him full over the 
head with a pillow. 


"Oi," his friend protested. 
"Get up," Mumbo said. "We're going sledding." 


(And they did.) 


a page flip 


Chapter Summary 


seasons turn and pass, as always 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Here be dragons and the gods they protect. 


The world surrounding Hermit’s Hollow was huge, as could be expected. Bordered by Notch’s 
Deep to the east, Noman’s Land to the south and west, and the Northborders to the north, it was 
flanked on all sides by friends and allies. 


Across the ocean lay Corinth, the Land of Dreams, a small island that, it was told, reeked of ashes 
and death and burnt memories in the summer, the greasy cold of a resting corpse in the winter. 
Few enough had ever been there to give more accurate accounts, although tales were swapped 
every five years at the Championships. 


The Nether was generally unpopulated, save for a few scattered remnants of old growth colonies of 
old origin and older memories. At this point in time, the city of Hels, which had one foot in the 
Overworld and one in the Nether, did not exist, but a couple bands of mercenaries had formed 
ramshackle outposts close to the portals. 


The End was eldest, and ancient, banished to the outskirts of reality itself for a crime known to few 
Overworlders and kept secret by the Enderian Consort. This realm was guarded by a dragon, one 
who would one day summon a half-human heir named in legends only as the Heir of the Dawn. 
They were well versed in old lore, and many scholars braved their silent waters to learn from them. 


In this world, there were gods: ancient and young, obscure and great, matters of legend and tales. 
They spun prophecies, leveled mountains, raised cities from dust and ruled over them with a fair 
and steady hand for years upon countless years. 


The oldest tales surrounding these legendary beings were those of the three eldest: Life, Death, and 
Fate. 


Life, the bona fide ruler of the universe, had the final say in almost every decision affecting the 
world at large. Ruthless, faithless, and merciless, the three Realms rarely worshipped them if it 
could be avoided, only resorting to them when all other options had been exhausted. 


Death was much more benevolent, and the stories around her were that she and her husband guided 
the newly departed souls to the afterlife with a gentle hand. She fought on the side of the desperate, 
the ragtags with nothing to lose, and when they begged for her she looked them in the eyes and told 
them that they weren’t there, not yet. 


Fate was an odd case, for they were not in the world yet. Unlike the other two primordial deities, 
they were barely formed at the start of time, a dreaming child in a solid white jacket and the power 
to shape the stories of all in their realm. The legends surrounding them all agreed on one thing, 


though: when they eventually woke up, they’ Il be a force to reckon with. 


[Fate has awoken, but they do not come into these tales for their battles lie elsewhere, for now. 
Their awakening has kicked several great events into motion, the storytellers say.] 


In his younger years, Xisuma had walked these far places and known the people that inhabited 
them. He'd bandaged their wounds, listened to their pains, given them a shoulder to cry on. 


Now, as the king of a small but relatively powerful kingdom, diplomacy was a needed skill when 
asking for allies, resources, food. 


Thankfully, diplomacy was one of Xisuma's strong points. 


He couldn't leave Exy alone in the Hollows, though, so he did the only thing reasonable and 
brought his younger brother alongside with him. 


"Pack up," he said, leaning against Exy's doorframe. "I'm going somewhere for about a week and 
you're coming with me." 


It had been about two years since Exy had walked out of the portal on the road to the Hollows and 
stared up at the stars. They still refused to cut their hair, but they'd settled in nicely among the other 
Hollowsfolk. They still did not like winter. They were an avid reader and quickly catching on to 
the old languages. 


"What?" they asked, looking up. "Why?" 


Xisuma sighed. "I can't leave you here alone, and besides, you haven't been anywhere else outside 
of the Hollows and a few places in the Nether." 


Exy tilted their head to the side for a minute, considering, and nodded. "I'll go." 


"You say that like you had a choice," said Xisuma, jokingly, raising one eyebrow behind his visor. 
Exy just gave a half-shrug and put down the book they were reading. "What do I need to wear?" 
they asked. 


"Oh, something you'd wear for going on a long hike, and a change into something nice," said 
Xisuma. "I didn't really think of the criteria." 


Exy looked around. "Give me fifteen minutes," they said, and Xisuma nodded and shut the door. 


While they were packing, Xisuma sat outside on the fence, checking and rechecking to make sure 
he hadn't forgotten anything. His door was locked. Joe was in charge temporarily while he was out. 
He'd made sure to turn off his oven before he left. All good. 


"Right," said Exy, walking outside with a suitcase in hand and closing the door. "So, we're out for a 
week. You've given me no context, told me to pack my shit and leave, and I don't even know what 
direction we're headed. What's going on?" 


"Yeah, this is kind of a thing that came up out of nowhere," said X, scratching the back of his head. 
"Ever heard of diplomacy, Exy?" 


"You say that like I couldn't ever be good at it if I tried," they grinned. "Of course I know what 
diplomacy is. Let me guess: we're negotiating a trade deal with some far-off and exotic country 
and I'm coming so that I don't egg your house while you're away?" 


"Maybe, maybe not," said Xisuma. In the two years Exy had been here, they'd learnt quickly the 
intricacies of human interaction. Quick-witted, quick to point out things others missed, unfailingly 
interested in old tales and the beginnings of things: did he not see them in himself? Did they not 
inhabit two seperate ends of the same spectrum, the two of them? 


I reiterate: there can be no light without a shadow to judge edges by, and no shadows without a 
light to deprecate its edges. 


The two of them were circling a fixed central point, but neither of them really knew what that point 
was. There were no shows of affection or comfort beyond the comfortable banter that brothers 
shared. And yet- 


Stop it, X said firmly to himself. You have a journey to go on. Focus on that. 
Funny, sometimes, how his mind wandered. 


"Well, either way, it'll be nice to hop the fence for once and get out somewhere. See the world. 
Please tell me we're not walking the whole way," said Exy. 


"Oh, no," said Xisuma. "We're taking a ship. We each have our own cabins." 


"Good," said Exy. They patted their suitcase "As long as I have enough light to read by, I'll be 
fine." 


"How many books do you have in there?" asked X. 

"Seven." 

"Seven? Exy, you're going to break those stick-thin arms of yours!" 

"Oh, shut up, they're not as weak as they look," they muttered. 

"Well, yeah, sure, but if you tried me in an arm wrestling contest, who would win?" asked X. 


"The question is, if it came down to it, who would win in a sword duel? I mean, I'm being taught 
by Iskall-" 


"Why would we ever get into a sword duel?" asked X. 
A pause. 


"I'm not sure,” said Exy slowly. "It just came up in my mind. I think you'd win, though, but not 
before I gave you a good scratch first." They whacked him with the suitcase, and Xisuma shoved it 
back, and all of that was forgotten for the moment. 


They were brothers, and summer had hung its jacket on the hook by the door, and all was fine. 
Neither of them looked back, and maybe that part was for the best, because out of those shadows 


on the ground, Exy's was the deeper. They couldn't help it, though. 


Over the course of the next couple years, these two went on many missions together to different 
places. Walking into a fancy party, kneeling before a throne, keeping a floundering skiff ashore in 
the wildest seas. 


These diplomatic missions spanned decades, covered too many bases to count. There is a battered 


journal somewhere detailing these, written on a long ship ride home, in Xisuma's careful 
handwriting. He kept notes of everything that went down. 


Like the time the two of them went to a country across the sea, overthrew the queen, and left. They 
both ran out of that castle the next morning, bags in hand, laughing and catching the quickest ship 
back home they could find. 


Or when Exy, who'd gotten into hot water with one of the maids at an inn they were staying in, ran 
on a wild goose chase around the city while X handled diplomatic relations with the duke. They 
showed up to the ship five minutes before it left, dirty and disheveled. ("Where were you? You 
need a shower, Exy.") ("Don't worry about it. I'm fine.") 


Or when X, who'd caught a fever on the ship, handed Exy two pages of notes and told them to do 
their best. They came back an hour later, note in hand, handed it to him, told him to pack, and left 
without another word. He checked the paper, which read one line: "Yeah, sure, but next time 
please just cancel the visit and reschedule at a later date." He never figured out what happened. 


Sometimes the notes were written in ink, calmly and with a sure hand. Sometimes they were 
hastily scribbled in pencil. One page, written in Exy's sharp handwriting in red ink, simply read: "I 
stole this from my brother. I don't think he's noticed yet. X, if you're reading this, you're an idiot 
and the back of your helmet has an air tube loose and it's driving me insane. Please fix it." 


Brothers. 


The other inhabitants of Hermit's Hollow learned to get used to these things pretty quickly. X 
would hand over the leadership to Joe or Iskall or someone else for a day, the two of them would 
leave for a week or two or three and come back looking decidedly more windswept and almost 
always like they'd had the time of their life. They'd walk into an inn and X would order a water and 
Exy a soda (they never really acquired a taste for alcohol) and everyone would crowd around and 
listen to the two of them hold forth. 


On the side, Exy quietly studied magic. They'd picked up a few books from shops around the 
world, and, cobbling together their own understanding of it, slowly learned the words that shaped 
the world and how to use them. 


Parallel one: Xisuma coded using words and an interface wired directly into the veins and neurons 
of the universe. Exy coded using a different method: instead of commands, they cajoled the 
universe into giving them what they asked of it by following rules and asking nicely. 


Xisuma did not know that they were studying this, but Exy figured it was fine to not tell him. After 
all, he wouldn't mind, right? 


Right? 


Joe was sitting on the ground, crosslegged in the dust, watching the sun go down. It was early 
spring. He liked the sunsets, especially the rose-gold ones, and the way they played off of the sea 
in the evenings. 


The grass was starting to rise again after being trampled by the snow and the unrelenting cold and 
the feet stomping through it in the night. The wildflowers were not yet in full bloom, but Joe had 
lived long enough to know that they would be, eventually. 


They'd have their time. As would he. As would everything in this place. 


Even the gods and their devils have to take breaks eventually, turns being gently pushed out of the 
narrative until they were ready again. 


The ones who held on ended up holding a handful of withered flowers, in the end. They could not 
stop staring at the flowers for the beauty of the petals they remembered, but the petals now were 
cracked and grey and lifeless and they could not let go for fear of losing what was beautiful, once. 


Joe had learned long ago to drop the withered flowers into the earth, where they would decompose 
and turn into the dust that sustained them. Something new would spring from the ashes, again. 


There could be no spring without a winter to precede it, of course, but it was always nice to walk 
outside and feel things start breathing with their full chest again. 


X and Exy were almost back home. They'd walk down this road, full of fresh stories to tell, 
laughing and jostling and maybe with a few fresh scrapes to show for it. 


Joe picked a piece of grass and twirled it in his fingers, thinking. This was the sort of evening 
where you sat, and thought patiently, and felt. It was hard not to see the quiet beauty written in 
every line etched on this planet when it was bathed in this sort of understated glory. 


Cleo would be along soon, bag full of herbs. She'd sit down on the fence, and they'd talk, and 
forget the world and its troubles for a little bit. 


It was nice, sometimes, to sit down and breathe and be. 


He would stay up later than usual tonight, and chart the stars, and maybe translate a couple of 
pages from the spellbook he was working on to hand to Exy. 


Life was too hard to work constantly, sundown to sunup. 


Mumbo, thankfully, had started taking regular breaks on the weekends, except for emergencies. He 
was doing... better. He still had lapses, and sometimes he still needed to drop by someone's house to 
pass the night, but the shadows under his eyes were a lot less pronounced and he seemed to breathe 
a lot easier, somehow. 


Healing: difficult to achieve, but beautiful in its working. 


A leaf fell from a tree and ambled past, landing in the grass. He could hear the two brothers 
coming up the lane, talking, existing together, being. 


He'd be alright. 


They all would. 
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magic ; and the threads that bind it to the soul 


Chapter Summary 


Exy answers a question. 
Or, 


A mistake is made and hackles are raised in warning. 


Exy had gone in head-first when it came to magic education, it was no question. They had learned 
pretty quickly on that it was a subject that deeply fascinated and entranced them- the fact that with, 
enough practice, you could bend the laws of the universe to your own will?? No fucking way. 


Politely, of course. 


One could give up their whole life to learning this shit, they had read. Complete a ritual, sacrifice 
everything you were, become something more than (or less than) human. Realize that, no matter 
how much you remembered, you could never go back. 


It was kind of an existential thought, but you know what, they weren't ready for a full scholarship 
or whatever just yet. They could just dabble. They could still have a hobby without giving up 
everything, right? 


(They thought, foolishly, that they'd never have a solid reason to start over anyways.) 
(Maybe that's why they laughed off the dire warnings scrawled at the start of every spellbook.) 


A few things about magic in this universe, before I go on: it is written and spoken in its own 
language. There are words of power in this world, and none of them are learned or used lightly. 
The more brash magicians used it for everyday things like setting fires or lifting things across the 
room. 


The magicians have their own orders, and they go by all names and span all creeds- the magicians, 
the sorcerers, the wizards, the witches, the accursed, the Known. They are infamous for their aura 
of impermanence, never staying in one way long. 


The most powerful ones have gone down in history as tyrants and conquerors, writing their name in 
blood in the pages of the history books. Sometimes, the blood was that of their enemies, or armies. 
Sometimes, the blood was theirs. Whatever their history was, it was bought with pain. 


There have been "good" magic wielders, but their names have been obscured due to humanity's 
unceasing tending towards tragedy. A single fact about humans and their ability to show love: most 
of them only rate it when they can wring pain out of it as well. 


The two are linked, yes, but not in a way that most people realize. 


Isn't it funny that in most cases where people want to show the extremes of one emotion, they have 
to drag the other one in by the hair to express it properly? 


There were two things here that Exy learned very quickly. One, that the two were more inexorably 
tied to each other than they could ever imagine. Two, that catharsis, that sacred blending of love 
and pain, may as well be the most powerful force in the universe when it came to prose and its 
workings. 


This late, the sickle moon hung suspended in the sky, a testament to the night and its woebegone 
horrors. The stars, which they still had not figured out, lay scattered across the heavens, gemstones 
dropped by the hand of God. It was turning to summer. Xisuma still did not know of their studies, 
but they had decided long ago that it was no matter. 


He was a mild man, albeit dangerous in the right circumstances. 
They'd be fine. 


Two years in Hermit's Hollows, and they'd learned the names and temperaments of most here. Joe, 
the poet, who saw all with a watchful and understanding eye. He knew things about the world and 
asked questions that left others stumbling. 


Grian, the flighty half-bird menace, quick to laughter, slow to wrath. He favored perching on the 
shoulders of those sturdily built, if for three seconds before taking off again. The people's reactions 
went from startled and disturbed (Ren) to a casual acknowledgement of the event and an extension 
of the arm (Mumbo and Xisuma) to shrieking and falling backwards (Doc). 


Iskall was often abroad in other lands, other places. When he was around, she often had gifts to 
share, stories to give, updates to hand to X in note form. Clad in green, eyes always towards the 
horizon, they were a wanderer at heart with their heart firmly planted in the soil of the Hollows. 


Wels was a very quiet man, given to practicing his sword in silence, sometimes alone, sometimes 
sparring with X. Exy had guessed early on that he kept some secret clutched close to his chest, but 
he never mentioned it. He always had a smile to offer to the others, distracted as it was at times. 


Mumbo was a wonder clad in a rumpled suit and a thin layer of redstone dust. Anxious but always 
a true genius, often dropping by at 2, 3, 4am, he didn't get much sleep other. Exy knew damn well 
he needed it, unlike them, but they never asked or brought it up. That was Grian's fight, and Wels’, 
and Mumbo's himself. 


On their various trips with Xisuma, Exy had learned a lot about him, mostly by just watching. How 
he always checked a room before entering a new place, how he sometimes slipped coins and 
various treats to small children he encountered on his travels, how he treated even the most 
reckless and upfront "diplomats" with respect, well, at least until things got bloody, which 
happened more often than you might think. 


X was calm where Exy was a raging fireball, collected where they were naught but a jumble of 
sticks lying in the dirt, quiet where they were loud. They resented this a bit, but mostly just admired 
it. Above all else, he was a man who knew what he was after and took the quieter path towards it. 


As for Exy? Exy knew for a fucking fact that if things ever came to blows, they'd blaze a burning 
path through Hell to get back to where they were. Not out of malice or anything, but just because if 
they were going to do something, they were going to die in the attempt on fire and screaming. 


Assuming they'd ever die, of course. 


Their hair still hung loose around their shoulders, straight and with an unnerving tendency to get 
tangled despite its seeming simplicity. It got in the way of roughly trying to translate texts, 


sometimes, in which case they put it up in a ponytail or a bun. (Joe had taught them how to do 
that.) 


It's getting late, they thought, looking at the sun rising above the sky. Not like it mattered, but they 
never liked it when the days blurred together. 


A knock at the door. 
"Come in,” they called, expecting Joe. Or Wels. Or Mumbo. 
It was X. 


"I know it's early, but I couldn't really sleep," he said apologetically. "I've been doing some work of 
my own." His helmet obscured his face, but Exy knew his eyes were scanning the books and sheafs 
of paper. 


"So, what are you here for?" asked Exy, trying to imitate their older brother's casualness. Maybe 
failing. Who knows at this point? 


"Oh, I had a gift for you," said X, taking a small box out of a bag slung around his shoulder. It was 
red, and tied with a silver ribbon. "I know you've been doing some research on- whatever-" his 
hand waved around in the air "-but I thought that, y'know, you'd appreciate some sort of gift." He 
set the box down on the desk, stepped back. 


"Oh, thanks," said Exy. So that's all he was here for. They were good. They could let out the 
internal breath they'd been holding in f- 


"What are you researching, by the way?" 
Oh, shit. 
He didn't say it accusingly, or with a false pretense of casualness. They had to answer, though. 


"Oh, just history," they said, gesturing to all of the books scattered around. "I haven't really been 
here to learn all of this, you know. I thought I might as well read up on it." 


It wasn't the whole truth, but it was a truth. And they specialized in those. 


"Huh," said Xisuma, nudging the box towards them. "Go on ahead, open it. I hope I got the right 
size." 


Praying he wouldn't notice the Galactic draping the pages under their elbow like lace, they reached 
towards it, untied the bow, opened the box. It was a quill. White, tipped with gold on one end, 
snowy feather on the other, nicely weighted. 


"I know I haven't really been talking with you too much," X said, "but I thought maybe a gift might 
be appreciated. I don't know. I do have a lot going on, you know?" 


"You do," agreed Exy, absently twirling the quill in their hands. It was almost too fine to be used, 
but then again, wasn't that what it was for? 


"And besides, we're brothers," said X with a half-shrug. "Maybe not by birth, but it's better than- 
y'know- there's something there." 


Oh yeah, that. As far as Exy and X had discussed, due to the fact that they didn't really have any 
biological parents but were so alike to X, there was a pretty good chance that X was their dad. 


They'd both laughed that one off awkwardly, though, and agreed that if it wasn't strictly true, it 
definitely did not seem to fit, either way. 


"Brothers," they agreed. "Well, y'know, as much as a brother I can be considering the whole 
gender thing-" 


"-1f you want me to use siblings instead," interjected X quickly- 
"-no, it's fine," they said. "Seriously. I don't mind being brothers with you. It's okay." 


X paused for a minute, eyes crinkling behind his visor, and nodded. "What kind of history?" he 
asked, taking a glance down. "That doesn't look like an alphabet I recognize." 


"It's Galactic," Exy said. "There were a couple scripts written in it that I had to learn to translate it. 
Mostly just general stuff, but I found the accounts of the ancient magicians and stuff like that neat." 
Had they said too much? They were pretty sure they'd said too much. 


"Oh, yeah, those are always interesting to read," said X, perking up. "I never dabbled in that kind 
of stuff, but Cleo's generally being in necromancy." 


"Being a zombie and all that, that's not exactly surprising to me," Exy said with a small chuckle. 


"Yeah, me neither," said X. "But the firsthand accounts especially, they always get some insight 
into what these people were thinking." A pause. "Have you ever heard of Joan?" 


"No?" 


"She was a famous enchantress and a brilliant writer," said X, leaning back a bit. "One of the less 
famous villains of history, but left a lot of journals that she'd made practically impossible to 
destroy. Turns out, she hadn't been doing all that for nothing. Her parents kicked her out of the 
kingdom because they wanted an heir instead of an heiress, and they said she was betraying them 
for deciding to be a woman instead of a man." 


"Huh," said Exy. "What's she famous for?" 


"Well, she went on a crusade against her own kingdom backed up by an army of other transgender 
people," X said. "The few surviving accounts say that she and her army fought about as hard as a 
pack of rabid lions." 


"Whoa," said Exy. "That does sound interesting. Do you have a book somewhere, or...?" 


"I think Joe's borrowing it," said X, accidentially knocking a piece of paper off of the desk with his 
elbow. "Oh- good lord- hold on, let me get that-" 


"Don't bother," said Exy quickly. Shit. Shit. Shit. 


There was a loud silence as the paper scraped against the floor, X sat up, and he stacked them 
neatly back onto the desk. Exy waited for an accusation, a question, anything, but none came. None 
came. 


"Thanks," they said, and X nodded. "You're welcome," he responded, and stood up. "I'm headed 
back to get some sleep," he said, turning towards the door. "Thanks for having me so early in the 
morning. I know I gave barely any warning." 


"It's okay," said Exy, still trying to calm down. "Have a nice rest." 


The door clicked shut, and they grabbed the papers so hard that one ripped, leaving a jagged dash 
down the middle. 


Some of the ink was smudged. 

They slid down onto the floor, but not because of the ink. They could fix that with their new pen. 
There was absolutely no way that X didn't know. He had to, now. 

The heading of the page, in bold black ink, read "Beginning Sorcery- a short guide," after all. 

X walked as casually as he could manage back to his house. It's not like he was mad or anything, 


because he wasn't. Of course not. Why would he be? Exy was perfectly entitled to pursue whatever 
course of knowledge they wanted. They'd probably just forgotten to tell him. 


Still. 


He'd been in a fight with a sorcerer, once, a hulking grace of a human who seemed to be ripping the 
very air from his lungs. No matter how powerful they were, they seemed- deprecated. Wasted. 
Clawing for life. 


He and Exy might not have been brothers by blood, but god if he knew that they were brothers by 
some other bond he couldn't quite place yet. 


He did not want that to happen to them. 


As the king/admin/protector/whatever of this place, after all, it was his job to make sure nobody 
here seriously injured themselves or others. Grian had politely asked him to stay out of the situation 
with Mumbo, which he did, but he still checked in every once in a while. Just to make sure. 


Exy was good friends with Joe, sure, and Wels, but he knew they followed him around like a 
starstruck baby hen. He'd seen the panic in their eyes as he picked up that paper. He knew that 
look. He'd worn it himself, once, in a far past. 


It was the look of a cornered animal fearing something. 
But what? Him? God, he hoped not. 
He flopped down on his bed, staring at the ceiling, seeing nothing, seeing everything. 


He didn't want his younger brother- sibling -brother to be afraid of him. In fact, that had been 
almost exactly what he'd been most terrified of. 


Fear leads people to strange paths, and what he was most terrified of, above all else, was losing 
what he loved. 


It was a phobia rooted in his earlier years as a mercenary, he thought idly. After a couple go rounds 
of having the people you care about a lot die in your arms, shield brethren most of them, you 
started focusing more on death than you did life. 


Life, he'd known, was the sole and only cause of death. So he tried to focus on the first more. 


He'd heard of some magic users being caught in a purgatorial hell of being half alive, half dead. It 
took its toll, eventually, leaving them nothing but moving bones with a decrepit and rotting soul, 
bound to the very last atom of their fading form until, with a breath, a gentle spring wind blew it all 


away. 


Maybe he was being existential, but the sun was coming up over the window and his thoughts were 
running in circles and god he needed sleep. The situation would still be there when he woke up, but 
maybe he'd be better equipped to handle it then? 


Whatever he decided to do, though, he knew he was worried. 


He'd watch and see what happened, and if anything came up, he'd talk to Exy about it. 


shadows into stormwells 


Chapter Summary 


Exy and Xisuma both know. They don't speak of this- Exy for fear of being 
reprimanded, X because he still hopes somehow that it won't get serious. 


Oh, but it's getting serious. 
Or, 


Things begin to go slightly haywire, and Xisuma gets temporarily turned into a turtle. 


Chapter Notes 

See the end of the chapter for notes 
Sleep must be a memory for them. Good thing Exy never needed it anyways, thinks Wels, a day 
after the confrontation. He didn't know that, of course. All he knows is that Exy looks up from the 


pages they're busy writing on with the slightly dizzy look of someone half-in, half-out of this plane 
of reality. 


"Oh, hello," said Exy in that deep monotone drawl of theirs. "Sorry, didn't hear you come in, you 
can pull up a chair if you need." They gestured absently to a chair on the other side of the room. 
Wels saw the way their hair was matted, the cup of- something next to their hand. Funny, he 
thought, they somehow are feeling the effects of sleep deprivation despite needing no sleep at all. 


"Exy," he asked casually, "when's the last time you went to sleep? Like, properly slept, not a short 
afternoon nap." 


"Oh, two weeks at least," said Exy, not even looking up from their paper. "Everyone in this 
kingdom knows I need no sleep." 


"Then what's in the cup next to you?" asked Wels, poking it. It was half empty. He looked in. 
Coffee. 


"Coffee," said Exy. 


"Well, then, why are you drinking it if you aren't tired?" asked Wels. Exy raised an eyebrow at him 
like they didn't get the question. "Why would I drink coffee if I was tired?" 


"Because it has caffeine in it," explained Wels patiently. 


"What on earth is that and what does it have to do with the fact that I haven't slept for two weeks?" 
asked Exy, downing the rest of the liquid in the cup. 


"Because caffeine is a thing that keeps most people awake," said Wels. "I don't know if you were 
somehow living off of it, I know Doc does that sometimes-" 


"Wels, you want to know why I drink coffee?" 


"Sure, enlighten me." 


They fixed him with an intense red stare, and for a minute Wels was pretty sure they were about to 
leap over the desk and stab him or something. Thankfully, that's not what happened. 


"Because it tastes good, you bat-farming dumbass." 


A grin, and before he knew it, both of them were laughing. Wels didn't know why, and he was 
pretty sure Exy didn't either. It was nice, though. 


"Well, I guess you're right," chuckled Wels. "I never really thought of that. I keep forgetting that 
you're just naturally built like that." He noticed the snowy owl feather quill pen balanced between 
Exy's two fingers, nodded towards it. "That looks nice. Where'd you get it?" 


"Gift from X," said Exy, tossing it up into the air and diving after it as they realized they 
accidentially launched it over to the side. "Shit." They came back up, hair even more messed up 
than usual, and Wels had to smile again. 


I'm glad they're here. 


Honestly, what would this server do without Exy and their quick wit and sharper grins? Although 
they tended to ignore it most of the time, they brought a genuine other side to this place, and 
bounced off of X so naturally that Wels could easily believe the two were brothers. 


WIsh I could do that with mine, he thought, then quickly pushed the thought away. Not now. Not 
here. 


"It writes pretty well," Exy said, lifting up the paper to show a page of writing in... Galactic? It 
looked smooth. 


"Looks like it," agreed Wels. "What does it mean?" 


"Oh, it's just a page of notes," said Exy. "Spells, the things required to cast them, things like that. 
I've been working on pronunciation too, but one wrong syllable and this whole place would be 
blown to smithereens." 


Wels scooted back a little, and Exy noticed and frowned a bit. "You're fine," they said. "I'm not 
demonstrating with anyone else around. I wouldn't do that to you." There was a loud silence 
following that, and Exy sighed. "Maybe I should get some sleep," they said. "Not because I need it 
or anything, but because the days are starting to blur together." They rubbed their eyes. "I have 
something to show you, though. Follow me." They walked outside and Wels, not knowing what 
was going on, followed. 


They took out a small piece of paper, scribbled something on it, and hastily tossed it into the air. 
As soon as it left their hand, the paper caught fire and hung there, suspended, for a few seconds 
before blowing away and scattering ashes everywhere. Exy wobbled on their feet. 


"Hey," said Wels, concerned, running over. "Are you alright?" 


"Takes a bit of energy from you every time you cast it, depending on the spell," said Exy, 
breathing in and out heavily. "I'm good. Might as well go and get that sleep now." They walked in 
slowly, with a very concerned Wels following closely behind. 


"Do you need me to go get X, or-" asked Wels, already pulling out his comm. 


"No! No," said Exy, suddenly alert. "I'm good," they said. "I'm good." They sighed. "Go ahead on 
home." 


Wels, not knowing anything better to do, went on home. 

In a far past, Xisuma had stood on the deck of a ship while those around him fought and fought. 
He stood looking to the side to see how many were left. 

13 of them, and five of us. 

He'd been younger, then, and far more rash. "Hold on!" he yelled to his comrades. "I'm coming!" 


He jumped over a fallen enemy, ran towards his friends, but he was stopped short by a huge figure 
at least thrice as tall as he was. 


Their footsteps rocked the ship. Their sword was easily tall as X was, maybe a little taller. 
He looked up and grinned. 


"Why are you smiling, little rascal?" asked the huge figure, voice deep and booming. "Off to fight 
for a losing cause again?" 


X did not answer, he just smiled a little wider and swung as hard as he could at the thing's leg. He 
got kicked into a wall for his efforts. 


That'll hurt later, he thought dimly, scrambling to his feet. No time for that. He had a fight to win. 


"That's a young face you've got there," said the figure, bending down to his height. "Does it have a 
name to go with it?" 


He should have stabbed when he had the chance. He didn't. 
"X," he said. "Sadly, you won't live long enough for me to get yours." 


"X, is it?" asked the figure idly. Quicker than light, it slashed twice with its sword across his face, 
leaving two long scars. "Now they'll know." 


True to his word, before the thing could say another sentence, X swung as hard as he could, 
definitely doing something. He can tell by the sound of the garbled scream and the noise they made 
when they hit the deck. 


He couldn't see all of this, of course, because the blood was getting in his eyes. He instinctively 
reached a hand up to his face, stinging because of the sweat on it, dropped to his knees. 


His ears were ringing. He couldn't see. He couldn't fucking see. His hands were on the deck, but for 
the love of god where was his sword? He couldn't see anything. His eyes stung. He hoped the 
slashes didn't mess up his eyes, because that would definitely not be good. 


Xisuma Void, captain of the Goddess of Death's subset of specifically trained mercenaries, only 30 
years old at this point, leaned back against the wall and waited for Death to take him. If nobody'd 
came for this point, they never would. He just hoped some of them had gotten out. 


The ship began to tilt over and he jumped over the rail as it all crumbled apart, praying his sword 
wouldn't hit him on the back of his head as he fell. 


He woke up in his bed, bolted up right, took a deep breath, checked the clock. 4am. 


Xisuma was a man visited by deeper nightmares than this, but none struck him as deeply as this: 
the first time he'd died, he'd gone into it with the surety of knowing he'd never live again. 


But he had. 


He'd landed on his feet in the throne room of Death's castle, face still caked with blood, and fully 
expected to be dead. 


He put his hand up to his face beneath his helmet and rubbed it a bit, making sure there was no 
blood on it. There wasn't. He exhaled. He was fine. He would continue to be fine. 


When was the last time he had walked outside and said hello to the moon? She'd be gone soon 
enough, anyways. His mind was going strange places tonight. 


He walked downstairs and strode outside, catching a glimpse of the map hung on his foyer wall in 
the process. 


Where he was, the peaks of the mountain range encircling the eastern half of the Hollows were 
dimly visible as a crowning glory in the moonlight. The quiet beams of the shattered night's lamp 
shone dimly on the grass, dew a precursor to the rains forecated to come later that day. 


Crowning a nearby hilltop, a white marble citadel as old as some of the oldest trees here sat 
crouched in its glory. He and a few others had raised it after his crowning, and it stood as a city hall 
and an official office. It was not the geographical center of the Hollows, but the walls that 
encircled it were kept in good repair constantly. 


The spires atop that citadel were frequented by Grian, a lone figure amongst the rooftops at all 
times, day as night. But Grian was not on the night watch tonight, and no living figures stood watch 
amongst the arrowslits. 


I must be the only one awake, he thought, and it was a thought that came swiftly and settled in his 
soul like some benevolent poison of the mind. Being well acquainted with the space between the 
stars, he was given to gazing at them sometimes, and wonder what it must be like up there now that 
he was not there to walk the bridges between. 


The void above and the void below were two entirely separate things, but the emptiness was one 
thing they both shared. One, hung with stars, the other, hung with grief and the slow spiraling 
weight of Time. 


He missed the quiet that came with being alone down there, sometimes. In the Deeps, there are no 
thoughts but your own, and if you allow the darkness to cover you like a blanket, it will rock you to 
sleep. If your mind was a noisy creature, though, the silence was said to drive some people insane. 
He was not one of those people. 


He did not fear the dark, just what lived in it. 


There are older creatures than gods that walk the sacred floors of Time and her halls, and most of 
them hate the light that sears their very being when, or if, it ever comes close. Tooth and claw, they 
bite and rend that which hurts them, and the sun and moon alike they hide from. 


These, the creatures of the dark, were the ones that fed on fears and skulked in the shadows, 
creatures of the absence of light, a crux in the slow paradox of life. Likewise, there were beings of 
pure light who faded out to a mere whisper of their former self when engulfed in the dark. 


Xisuma, as well as most humanoid creatures and the humans they were named after, was blessed 
and cursed to be both. 


These gods we create in our image are powerful not because they represent a solid end of both 
extremes, but because they blend both and live in that greyscale purgatory in between. 


The gods we worship are human, painfully so. 


The only difference between them and us is that when it comes down to it, they can go places we 
cannot. 


X knew this very well, and so he treated immortals and mortals alike with respect. Besides, they 
were all alive, and wasn't that a thing to celebrate in itself? 


A quiet wind blew, sauntering neatly through his jacket and coming clean out the other side 
without leaving as much of a trace on the fabric. He wondered idly if Exy was up yet. It'd been two 
weeks since he'd slipped and saw the papers, but neither of them had brought it up. Wels had 
mentioned they were learning to cast some new spells, and he was okay with that. As long as 
nothing got blown up or anything, right? 


He'd tried to do some research himself on magic once, after hearing Cleo talk about it so 
enthusiastically. Apparently, spaced throughout the world were huge wells of magical energy that 
sorcerers were drawn to. A hastily drawn map the next page over placed one of these wells pretty 
close to the Hollows, so he guessed Exy wouldn't have too hard a time casting anything. 


As long as they didn't get themself hurt. 


The wind blew harder, and through his helmet he caught a faint whiff of rain. Time to go back in. 
He needed the sleep anyways. 


With the clouds above threatening to weep for the dawn's coming, and the damp ground below him 
squeaking in protest under his boots, X briefly considered sitting outside for a while to witness the 
rain and her approach. He knew his helmet was fully waterproofed- he'd added that mechanism in 
a panic after accidentially dropping his helmet down a well- but he still wasn't in the mood to get 
soaked. He considered running to Joe's porch, about a quarter mile away, but then decided against 
that too. 


Better, he thought, to rest up for the journey he and Exy had planned for next week. 


"Okay," said Exy, the next week. They, alongside X and a couple other people, were standing on a 
beach in full sunlight. "So, there's this thing I figured out how to do. We ran out of water breathing 
potions, right?" 


"You said you'd have a solution for that," said one of the people X had brought along with them, 
arms crossed. X had to agree with her skepticism- this castle was underwater, and they were 
planning to storm it. (A couple of the people there, X himself included, had some... history with it.) 
How are you going to attack a place if you can't even breathe in it? Iskall, standing next to X, 
nodded but said nothing. 


"I'm getting to that," said Exy. They took a bag out of their pocket. "This bag is full of chalk. I'm 
going to sprinkle it in a circle and say some stuff. I'll need you all to stand in the middle of it. 
You're all going to get turned into various sea animals-" 


"WHAT?" asked everybody at once. Exy patiently (well, alright, X could see annoyance building 
on their face, but mercifully they kept quiet) stood there and waited for everyone to calm down. 


"Various sea animals," they said. "As soon as you get back into the air, you'll turn back into 
humans. I've tried this before. It works on rats." 


"Rats are most definitely not humans," said X, still not entirely sure this wasn't just some big prank 
on them all. "Are you sure this will work? Absolutely certain?" 


"Eighty-six percent," said Exy with a shrug and a small grin that X did not trust one bit. What other 
option did he have, though? 


He sighed. 


"Go for it," he said, and Exy knelt in the sand and started sprinkling chalk around in a large circle. 
He knew they'd been studying magic, but when had they gotten to this point??? 


"Alright, everyone, pile in," they said, stepping back themself. 
"What about you?" asked Iskall. 


"I brought a tiny shot glass of water breathing for myself," they said with a half smile. "My last. 
It'll only last me about two minutes." They looked at X, who hadn't even so much as moved 
towards the circle. "Better get in quick,” they said, taking out a slip of paper from their pocket. 
"Wind's picking up." 


"This plan gets worse and worse the more I think through it," muttered X, putting one foot inside 
the circle as Exy started chanting something in a language he did not recognize. It was over as soon 


as he could get his other foot in, but by that time, his foot was not a foot. 
Neither was anyone else's. 


"Into the water!" his younger sibling ordered cheerfully, picking up the various sea creatures on the 
sand and tossing them into the water. Xisuma wanted to ask why they thought this was a good idea, 
but being a turtle, he couldn't talk. He settled for biting their finger when they picked him up. 


"Oh, hello X," said Exy cheerfully. "Don't worry, you'll be able to scold me for this later. For now, 
though, have fun!" They tossed him in, downed the water breathing potion in one gulp, and dived 
in as well. 


Being underwater was pretty nice, he thought, even as a turtle. The water was a bit chilly, but he 
could get used to that. At least he could still think properly, right? 


In front of him, the castle loomed, a majesty in dark teal and gold. Exy looked back and grinned at 
the entourage of sea creatures swimming behind them, sunk to the bottom, and took an axe to the 
doors, kicking them down as they strode in. 


From there, all was hell. 


In the chaos in the main hall- swords clashing with spears, arrows whizzing everywhere- nobody 
even noticed a very pissed off turtle ambling across the floor as fast as it could towards Exy. 


"What the-" they asked, knocking a guy unconscious with their elbow and looking down. "X? 
You're supposed to be a human now." 


Oh my god. 


He nipped at their ankle again and glared as hard as he could. Could turtles glare? He sure bloody 
hoped so. 


Instead of changing him back into a regular human, though, Exy's face went from shock to slight 
fear to a very scary grin that, X was certain, had everything to do with the fact that the people 
around him were turtles and he was not. He considered biting them as hard as he fucking could on 
their ankle, but before he could, they grabbed a standard metal bucket lying nearby (why was that 
there?) filled the bucket outside, picked him up, and dropped him into it. 


"Hold on, brother beloved," said Exy, picking up their sword again and running towards the throne 
room. "I'm not letting you sit out during your own conquest." 


[Narrator's note: I cannot adequately describe the absolute chaos that comprised the next 30 
minutes from the point of view of the turtle or his brother, who was swinging the bucket around 
like an absolute madman to hit people in the head with. For X, he was getting rattled around far too 
much to have any coherent thoughts besides maybe how he was going to get Exy back for this 
later. As for Exy, they knew they were having the time of their fucking life while wearing a maybe 
slightly insane smile and also that their arm hurt. A lot. Iskall, naturally, was kicking ass and 
taking names as she always did, but it is noted that he pocketed a nice set of gold earrings they 
found. Everyone else was busy trying not to die.] 


When the main part was over, though, and the deed was done, Exy walked up to the throne and the 
slightly worried queen the whole company had been trying to overthrow, bucket in hand. 


"Hello," they said. "Nice meeting you! You have two options: leave or die." 


"Hello, Xisuma," said the queen, leaning in. "You look different than I remember." 


"Oh, I'm not Xisuma," said Exy. "My brother's currently a turtle." They lifted the bucket up a little 
bit, and X popped his head out. 


"I don't remember X having a brother," said the queen. 

"Not brother, sibling," corrected Exy. "Are you leaving or not." 

"You look like a brother to me," said the queen, eyebrows furrowing. "Are you sure you're not-" 
CLANG! 


The queen, sadly, did not have a chance to finish her sentence, having at that moment been hit 
smack in the face with a bucketful of turtle. 


X in his bucket made a noise that can be roughly translated as "Gender my brother correctly or die 
by their blade." 


"Correct," said Exy, who somehow understood him perfectly. "You're the only one allowed to call 
me brother, specifically because you're my brother and you're allowed to do that. Nobody else can, 
though. You know, I think I quite like you as a turtle. Might just not change you back for a week or 
so to get some peace." 


X answered that by biting their knuckles so hard they dropped the bucket. 
"Alright, ow, shit! I'll change you back! Just give me like, two days to research the counter-spell." 


"Blorp," said Xisuma. 


Chapter End Notes 


yes, i drew that map by myself, and yes, it took me like two hours <3 


also, happy pride month, exy says trans rights! (so does x) 


once, in the solemn pronouncement of doom; 


Chapter Summary 


did you really think that this languid peace was fated to last for more than a few sun- 
drenched years? 


or, 


Exy gets kicked out after making one fatal mistake. 


Chapter Notes 

See the end of the chapter for notes 
He was woken up by the sound of what sounded like lightning striking directly next to his house. 
The rain that'd been steadily falling lessened slightly, as if in response to his awakening. 


After that first time Exy had used magic in front of him, about a month back, X had tried his best to 
quiet the anxiety growing in his chest like a coiling serpent. He knew they'd been using it pretty 
regularly after that, but he turned a blind eye to it, because they weren't hurting anything. He'd 
heard rumors of things going missing and strange requests being placed, but... 


He looked out his window and saw fire start to flicker around the skeleton of the house, and his 
breath caught. 


Not hurting anything, but now this. 
And so it is. 
Exy, hands over ears, knocked to their knees by the shockwave, looked backwards over their 


shoulder at the smoke beginning to drape the air like smog and the firelight illuminating the air. It 
glowed orange and red and yellow and hissed like a snake laughing at them. 


They hadn't meant to summon lightning, but they had misspoken something, and now they'd 
probably woken someone up and- Oh, fuck. X. 


He'd definitely not have slept through that. 


They got off of their knees and turned around, sitting instead, letting their arms hold them up. They 
needed to be on their feet for this one. But all they could do was stare. 


"What," said a very familiar figure running towards them, "in hell do you think you're doing?" X 
was mad. He was definitely very mad. Oh, god. 


"Listen," said Exy, scrambling to their feet. "I didn't mean to-" 


"The only reason I let you keep this whole thing up was because you weren't hurting anyone!" said 
X. "You set your entire house on fire!" He gestured towards the now aflame building. 


"X," said Exy. "Please. Listen, okay, I just meant to summon some rain, not a storm. I misspoke a 


single syllable." 


"Tell me," said X, as sarcastically as Exy had ever heard him be, "how easy would that mistake be 
to replicate? One more misspoken syllable, and the entire citadel explodes. Two, and a skeleton 
you're fighting turns into some horror nobody can beat instead of dissolving like you meant it to. 
You are not a cautious person." 


"This is the only-" Exy protested, then stopped short. 


"The turtle incident was funny, sure, but another slip-up like that in the wrong circumstances- what 
I'm trying to say is that this is not a safe thing to practice here," said X. "And besides, I've heard 
the rumors about the things you've been asking for. Bones, Exy? What do you need bones for?" 


Silence, except for the crackling of the flames and the soft patter of rain on grass and flesh. The 
orange light cast shadows on everything, on the situation, on the buildings nearby. Barely anything 
moved. 


"It won't happen again," said Exy, desperately trying to claw their way out of the situation. "Please. 
I'll move further away from everyone, be more careful, rebuild this whole house myself if I have 
to-" 


"Exy, my number one priority is to make sure nobody in this kingdom gets hurt, by their own hand 
or others. What happened if you had been in the path of that lightning strike, huh?" X was pacing 
now, only a little bit, but he was still pacing now. "This is not safe." 


"You let me go with you to all of those diplomatic whatevers," protested Exy. "I've fought, and I've 
killed, and I've gotten scratches. So have you. God, you let everyone else here do dangerous shit 
but me!" 


"That's because they know the consequences," said X. "You do not. Please don't tell me you've 
forgotten that you've only really been here, I mean been here, for 6 or so years-" 


"I'm not a kid, Xisuma." 


What did X see that made him stop short in his tracks and look at them, really look at them for the 
first time, they wondered bitterly. What was it about that line that brought him up short? 


"I know that you still have the brain of an adult and everything," said X tiredly, "but you've only 
really lived for six years. That's not long enough to learn anything about how the world works. I 
brought you on those missions to try and teach you something, while I was there in case something 
went wrong." 


"Tell me, brother, what's the difference between me pursuing this and you carting me along to 
places to get some experience for things? Neither of them are safe," said Exy, ignoring the point 
just being made. They walked forwards a few steps, arms crossed. "Go ahead. I'm listening." 


"The difference between those missions and you dabbling in sorcery is that I can protect you from 
the world, not yourself." 


Ah. 
So that's what it was. 


"So you're scared of me, then?" asked Exy. "Good to know. I'll keep that in mind for later. You're 
right. You can't stop me." 


"But I can advise you to," said X. "If you just stop going to teach yourself and wait until you know 
enough-" 


"I can't pull my foot out of this one," said Exy, gesturing towards the burning house. "Weren't you 
the one talking about consequences earlier? I can't just give up now, not when I still have things to 
learn from and more mistakes to make." 


"Your little mistakes are putting this whole place at risk," said X, finally (finally, thought Exy with 
a grim smile) starting to lose some of his chill. "You have two options: give this up, or go." 


More silence, but it was broken by the sound of feet pounding down a gravel road. 
"What-" said Wels, looking at the house on fire. "Oh." 


"X is considering kicking me out for this," said Exy. "It's not like this is the first time someone has 
set their house on fire by accident, right?" 


Wels suddenly looked very awkward, and X looked towards the sky in silent exasperation. 
"Well, no," said Wels slowly, "but I'm sure we can rebuild-" 

"But kicking me out?" asked Exy desperately. 

"Maybe if this wasn't the first time this had gone wrong before," said X. 

"You really don't want me around, do you," said Exy. It wasn't a question. Nobody answered. 
"We do," said X quickly. "It's just that-" 


"I'm not safe enough for this lovely little place," said Exy bitterly. "It's fine. I get it. I'd go pack, but 
all of my stuff is in the house that just happened to burn down-" 


"Exy," said X pleadingly, putting a hand on their shoulder. Wels mumbled something that nobody 
heard and ran off, presumably to go get someone. Fine. Let them come, thought Exy. They'd back 
them up. "You have a choice." 


"I've already told you, I can't give this up," said Exy. "What do you not understand?" They shook 
loose, stepped back, eyes blazing. "I can't go back." 
This, thought X, was exactly what he'd been trying to avoid. 


He was cold, and damp, and Exy was glaring at him, and he could tell already that their little 
"hobby" had taken them over. He did not want to do this. 


At the start of this country's inception, he'd sworn to protect it. But he never specified what. 
Did this count? 

He looked back at the house, back at his younger sibling, and decided that yes, it did. 
People had to make hard decisions all of the time, right? 

Besides, there was no flat black and white to the world. 


"Then go," he said, ice cold. 


"You're not being serious, right?" asked Exy, feeling the telltale hand of dread constrict their throat. 
"Tell me you're not being serious. Not over this. Not over something like this-" 


"If you can't seperate yourself from the thing that's putting everything in danger, including yourself, 
then I'm sorry, but you have to go." God. This hurt. He wanted to give them a hug, start rebuilding 
the house, anything but this, but he couldn't undo this. 


Not this. 

I'm sorry. 

"I hope you know," Exy said, every word slowly and deliberately chosen, "that you will remember 
and regret this. So will history." 


"I already have," said X, tiredly. He sounded a thousand years old, and for a minute, Exy almost 
believed him. 


Almost. 


"See you in hell," they said, walking backwards into the shadows that right now were much more 
comfortable than the blinding firelight. 


Xisuma had already known that he'd never die, but he swore he got a small taste of it in that little 
moment. 


Whatever part of him deserved to go to hell, it was absolutely the bit that made this decision for 
him, he decided. 


Chapter End Notes 


this came out of nowhere i am so sorry 


i know the plot has been a little... all over the place recently but i realized far too late 
that i had No Buildup for this because pacing is hell and plot is fake so... yeah 


it was also a short one. i know. 


im bringing all of this up so that 1 dont burst into tears whenever someone inevitably 
mentions it in the comments 


the exiled 


Chapter Summary 


Exy really, really needs a hug. 
Or, 


Our protagonist learns the hard way that they're immortal. 


Chapter Notes 


chapter tw for suicidal ideation and/or events, but it's not permanent 


There is no way to condense a journey through the wilderness into a few sentences without making 
it lose most or all of its loping grace, but I will do my best. 


Four important things to note about the immediate aftermath of Exy's exile: 

- They had decided, early on, that they'd travel around. If X didn't trust them to handle their own 
decisions because they were too inexperienced, then by god they'd make experience themself. 

- With the help of a couple dryads, they raised a small black tower in the middle of the forest. It 
had three levels, and the roof was open to the sky, and it had plenty of room and space away from 
the Hollows. 

- They still had no idea what to do with the fact that they had just been kicked out, just like that. 
They did not want to be bitter. But they were. 

- The only thing they had left was the quill from X, which had been in their pocket at the time of 
the strike. They considered throwing it into a nearby river, but thought better of it almost instantly. 


This odd wanderer had very little to their name except for an exceptional knowledge of old history 
and a sharp wit that helped them in more ways than one. 


They walked the wide lands in starlight and moonlight, talking to few, going about their business 
silently, offering a full day's work in return for simple things like bread and board while they were 
away from home. Slowly, they learned more about the wide world and its doings than they would 
ever had while stuck in the Hollows. Slowly, they learned how to patch and bandage their own 
wounds, and how to quickly cover up bruises after a bar fight, and how to hide their tracks while 
being followed. 


Our unlikely protagonist learned how to live. 
(Well, sort of anyways.) 


They never quite lost their love of magic and its workings, and learned to enchant everything from 
their boots (which got a lot of wear, understandably, seeing as how they walked everywhere) to 
their knife. 


Of course, being an apprentice sorcerer came with its dangers as well as its perks, but they knew 
that damn well by now and had a designated spot in the clearing to practice new spells. (With the 
permission of the dryads, of course. They were territorial, and for good damn reason.) 


All of this was all well and good, of course, except for the small fact that for the first week and a 
half after getting kicked out, they straight-up didn't even care if they tripped into a ravine and broke 
a bone. A month after that, they still couldn't think about the place they'd lived for their first 6 
years without having to pause what they were doing and mentally beat the memories off with a 
stick. 


They learned the hard way that they'd inherited their immortality from their brother, and regretted 
every second of it. 


They tried very hard, lord knows how hard, to undo that curse and forget. Everything. Poison, 
falling from a tall place, the knife that they couldn't even Jook at some nights because they were 
too scared of it and what they could do with it. Every single time, without fail, they woke up in 
their bed, one more scar to add to their body. 


They'd heard legends of the Deeps of Time, where the broken and banished went to forget 
themselves. They knew it was somewhere in the End, but for all of their searching they couldn't 
find a concrete way to get to it in all of the books they'd read. 


(Immortality is generally perceived as a blessing, but sometimes it is a fucking curse. ) 


After some time, they just gave up. Lied on their floor for hours, staring at the ceiling. Seeing 
nothing. Seeing everything. 


What was the fucking point? 


They had nobody left in this world. They couldn't permanently die. They'd been exiled from their 
only home, with no idea where to go. They were studying a dying art, they couldn't even find the 
one place they could possibly go to get some rest, and above all, they were tired. 


Exy was broken, battered, and bruised, mostly by their own hand. They were tired. They hadn't 
brushed their hair in years. They accidentally blew themself up twice a week. They had been 
wronged, with no way to undo it, and to top it all off, they couldn't even die! Stuck on this hellhole 
of a planet, they were fated to stay here for as long as the universe lasted. 


They were done with the world. 
"Well, then," they said one night, talking out loud to fill the silence in the room. "We're here." 


No response. They didn't expect one. The sky never answered, not like they'd asked any questions 
before this anyways. They just needed to talk out loud. 


"[ have lost all track of time. How long has it been, like what, two months since I got kicked out? 
Exiled? Whatever? It feels like seven years. I don't have the energy to get up off of the floor. I 
haven't for three days. I don't know how I haven't starved to death yet, but I know I'm getting 
there." They sighed, looked off to one side, tilted their head back towards the ceiling. "I can't die, 
anyways." 


No response. 


"Y'know, I bet X doesn't even know I'm immortal," they chuckled. "He probably thinks I'm dead 
by now. He might even be glad for it. I know I'd be, if I were dead. I'm out here alone. People talk 


about living forever and how incredible it must be, but that's up until they are literally begging for 
death and cannot reach it." 


No response. 


"I bet you I could undo this whole immortality shit, if I begged Death itself hard enough," they 
said. "Can you kill Death? I bet if I pissed it off enough it'd stab me itself and I could finally be 
fucking done with all of this. I wish I were mortal. If there's anything out there listening to me right 
now, do you mind doing me a small favor and blasting this body of mine to bits, permanently, so 
that I never have to deal with it or my memories ever again?" 


No response. 


"I do need to work through that shit, don't I," they sighed. "But that's only after I make perfectly 
sure I cannot die. I could probably walk up to X and ask him pretty please could he please revoke 
my immortality? Knowing him, he probably wouldn't. Protecting those he loved, my ass. He was 
right- he couldn't save me from myself." 


A long pause. They should probably get up off of the floor, get some food, keep studying, 
something, but it was getting close to midnight by their reckoning and they weren't sure they could 
move. Besides, they'd gotten themselves really worked up now, and anger felt far better than 
whatever bullshit they'd been feeling for months before this. 


"Why won't you just let me die?" 
No response. 


"I am breathing all of your precious oxygen and wasting it," they said, breathing really hard for 
about five seconds for effect. "See? All of that, turned into carbon dioxide. I am doing nothing with 
it. | would be wasting none of that oxygen if I wasn't breathing. I could even go outside and lie 
down faceup on the grass and die there and then some animal would take the meat off of my bones 
and then the bones would decompose and enrich the soil and something might grow there, 
eventually." 


No response. 


"I promise you," they said, as loudly as they could in their weakened state, "I would be worth far 
more to this world dead than alive." 


No response. 


"Flowers are nice, actually,” they mused, putting their hands behind their head. "I'd like to be food 
for one. They're just chilling in one spot, sometimes they get eaten but that's okay, everything gets 
eaten eventually right? Except for immortals, I guess." A derisive snort. "I mean, yeah they could 
in theory get eaten over and over, but they'd get sick of it eventually. Not dying literally upsets the 
natural way of life. What's the point of living forever anyways? 


"I bet Fate could tell me that one, when or if they ever wake up." 
[Narrator's note: I could. And I have. 
Exy didn't know that at the time, though. ] 


"I know a lot of people worship the gods," they said, more musing out loud now than anything. "I 
know a couple of the people in the Hollows are deities and whatnot, but I didn't realize that until 


some of them just casually dropped the fact. I mean, I was only there for six years, so I didn't really 
get the chance to pick up on that, but, y'know. It just doesn't make sense to me. I wonder how 
many mortal people have actually, y'know, met the people gods whatever they worship in person. 
The things about these gods is that they're very much like humans. 


"I mean, most of them were human at first. How do you even become a god? Do you ask nicely, or 
do some great deed, or do you steal the life from one?" They laughed at that. "I did that. Not by 
choice, though. My point is, the gods we worship are human, and it hurts to see. They fall in love. 
They study the stars. They trade stories of times past around a fire, and they fuck up, and I guess 
that's pretty cool." 


A pause. 


"T AM OBVIOUSLY INCAPABLE OF DOING ALL THAT SHIT BAR THE LAST ONE, 
THOUGH," they yelled, suddenly mad at everything, "AND I HAVE NOWHERE ELSE TO GO, 
SO IF ANYONE IS WILLING TO ANSWER MY STUPID FUCKING QUESTION, WHY 
WON'T YOU JUST LET ME DIE ALREADY?" 


[Because they were done with the world, but the world wasn't done with them. ] 


I wish I could tell you that this was the only night that this sort of thing happened, but it was not. 
Every other evening or so, pretty consistently, they'd pace the top of their tower (they finally 
crawled downstairs to eat some food after some primal instinct kicked them off of the floor shortly 
after that first rant) and make noises to the sky. Sometimes, they'd yell. Most of the time, though, 
they'd just talk. 


"I wonder who came up with the Galactic script," they mused one night, looking at the floor. "Why 
does it translate perfectly to English, anyways?" 


Or, 
"I need to figure out how to fly like a bird. I know there's a spell for that somewhere." 
Or, 


"Gods fuck, I'm hungry. There was a mushroom patch across to the south, right? Or was it the 
north? I'm hopeless. I'm actually hopeless. I'll just ask the dryads for some. I'm sure they won't 
mind." 


They ended up leaving the tower for the first time in three weeks to ask the dryads for mushrooms. 
They got some, alongside some bread and some very nice fae-made aioli (allegedly). 


And, finally: 
*silence* 


"Wait, hold on a minute, there's nothing stopping me from answering all of these myself, isn't 
there? I could just. Walk out of here and continue bouncing around the world and maybe come 
back to the Hollows once I feel like I know enough." 


*a pause* 
"Never mind, I'm exiled from that kingdom." 


*another pause* 


"I can't be exiled from a kingdom if the kingdom doesn't exist any longer, right?" 


(They still didn't know if X's order to get out meant permanently or not. They assumed so. Best to 
do it all the way through.) 


And so, Xelqua Void slowly (but surely) started planning how to destroy the Hollows. 


Was it absolute overkill? Yes. They somehow felt like it made up for X's reaction to what had 
absolutely been a small and inconsequential thing, though. 


But first, they'd need an army. 


It was a rainy evening in Hermit's Hollow. 
Xisuma had not seen his brother in three months. 
He was starting to get worried. 


"Of course I regret it!" over a cup of tea with Iskall, who happened to be a liscensed therapist in 
seven kingdoms, three countries, and 27 territories. "I thought they'd be gone for a week at most, 
then come back and it'd all be over. Not this. They could be kidnapped, or tortured, or worse-" 


"To be fair, you did overreact a little," said Iskall. 
"I had no idea they were going to react like that, though," said X. "What have I done?" 


"Knowing Exy, they'll be fine," said Iskall with a shrug. "They're more resourceful than you give 
them credit for. You remember the turtle incident?" 


"I could not forget the turtle incident if I tried," said X dryly. 


"Fair point. Anyways, the point is, they are very good at making do with what they have. It sounds 
like they've gone out to figure things out about the world," said Iskall, draining her cup of coffee. 
"They'll be back soon enough." 


"I never got to say sorry," said X quietly, and it was quiet in the room after that. 
Rain pattered against the windows. Iskall's cat jumped up into their lap and curled up, purring. 
"You will," said Iskall reassuringly, scratching his cat's head. "Don't worry." 


Don't worry. 


home court 


Chapter Summary 


An ally is recruited. 
Or, 


Exy stumbles upon Hels. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


The Nether was as hot, dry, and inhospitable as they remembered it to be. 


Tortured vines choking the sides of bloodred rock, warped and nettled grass glowing unnatural 
colors in the subterranean light, gnarled bark draping the trees. Was it decorative cloak or armor? 
They could not tell which. The trees bled red and blue, here. Everything in the Nether bled, if you 
broke it hard enough. 


The air was hazy and dense and populated with tiny spores and smelled consistently of something 
burning. 


They took a deep whiff. 
Home court. 


Exy hadn't even bothered to pack before leaving their castle. They had been unceremoniously 
uprooted from their main base of operations before, right? They could do it again. The Nether 
didn't allow them to bring beds or for some fucking reason they exploded, fine. They'd sleep on the 
ground. They'd done it before. 


They had nothing to lose, everything to gain, and one singular purpose to work towards. Revenge. 


They'd already decided, you see, that this entire plan of theirs to remove the Kingdom from the 
Kingdom of the Hollows was not going to be some ugly, bloody affair. It required finesse. It 
required grace. It required a certain amount of poetry, even. 


You're stuck up your own ass, they bluntly reminded themself, trudging through the familiar 
wrecked landscape. You're doing this for two reasons: to show X that he was completely 
unjustified, and to give back the damage that he dealt you. 


They knew for a fact that this was not justified. They knew there was an easier way to go about 
this, for example coming back and demonstrating their incredible knowledge of the world outdoors 
and how it worked. That'd just hit it home to X that they were still completely under his influence, 
though, and that is what they were not. 


Eh, they'd gotten this far. An eye for an eye and all that, and besides, they had an entire eternity to 
wait this out and plan it well. 


(They were not going to wait for it, y'know, being the God of Impatience and all that, but 
they were going to plan it well.) 


The plan had three stages: find a suitable spot for a base of operations/town/sufficiently evil 
tower/whatever, recruit people sympathetic to the cause, and then do the thing. Technically, part 3 
of the plan required two additional steps: plan the thing and then do the thing, but they were just 
frustrating themself and decided it could wait till later. 


Step one: find a place in the Nether far away from any previously established Nether Portals so that 
nobody can find you easily. Where in God's name would someone not want to be in the Nether? 


Uh 
well 
everywhere, they guessed? 


...people only use the Nether for traveling from place to place, right? So find some suitably out-of- 
the-way valley or something and build there. Bam. Problem solved. 


"I may be something of a dumbass," they proclaimed out loud, "but I'm not too shy of a genius 
either." 


"That sentence made zero sense," said a distorted voice that sounded extremely familiar. "I'd guess 
you're closer to the first interpretation than the second, though." 


"Wels?" asked Exy, not exactly sure how he'd found them all the way out here. They turned 
around, knife drawn. Nobody could be seen, yet. 


"Who the hell is Wels?" 
"A guy," said Exy. "Sounds a lot like you. Speaking of, who the hell are you?" 


"To be honest? Zero idea. All I know is that I have a sword and that I know how to use it," said 
Guy-Who-Didn't-Know-Who-Wels-Was. What was that abbreviation again? GWDKWWW? 
Nevermind. 


"Great, so do I," said Exy, still not moving. "Listen, wherever you are, do you mind moving to 
where I can see you? Walking, gliding, whatever." 


"No." 


They sighed. A wise guy, they thought sarcastically, twirling the knife absently in one hand. 
Exactly what I needed. 


"Well, if you're going to be a smartass, at least tell me your pronouns," they said. "Don't want to 
misgender you or anything." 


"Who the hell is a gender?" 


"Fine!" they said, losing their patience. "Since we are basically in hell, and you sound like Wels, I 
am going to call you Hels. I am on a mission to destroy my brother's kingdom." 


[Narrator's note: Think of this conversation of having the same energy as the first castle scene from 
Monty Python and The Holy Grail (the one with the swallows and coconuts). If you haven't seen 
that movie yet, please save your place in this fic, refer to this video, and come back in an hour 


thirty once you're done. Thank you.] 


"Not too bad of a name," said Hels, appearing from where they were standing behind a rock wall. 
They leaned against it casually, arms crossed. "I'll take it." 


Yeah, definitely related to Wels, thought Exy, noting the armor that was basically the same cut and 
fit but made out of some dark metal they didn't recognize and the plume, which was red instead of 
blue. Was it made out of fire? How the hell did that even work? Their- his? her? agh? eyes were red 
too, as were the details on the armor and sword. Big on red, they guessed. They could work with 
that. The hair was black instead of blonde, but besides that, yeah, they were a carbon copy of 

Wels. 


"Right, formal introductions," said Exy. "Or whatever. Name's Exy." 
"Hello, Exy," said Hels. "You're the first... person?" 
"Person," Exy confirmed. 


"Person I've met," they said. "I have nothing to introduce, really, since you gave me my name. I 
don't know how I got here, who I am, or what any of this is, but something decided to bite me 
earlier so I bit it back." Hels patted their sword. Their gaze flickered down, then up. "Are you 
going to try and fight me, or...?" 


"No, actually, and I'm sort of in the same boat as you, except for I have more experience," said 
Exy. "I've been around for what, seven years? And no, I'm not going to try to fight you, unless you 
make the first move." 


Silence. 


Somewhere close by, a ghast let loose a howl, and Exy swore under their breath. "Better get 
moving," they said. "You're coming with me." 


"Excuse me? I'm not going anywhere,” said Hels. "Unless you have a place to go, of course." 


"I'm working on it," said Exy. "Are you up for building a town in the pits of hell to go and get 
revenge against a kingdom on the north side of the border?" 


"Sure," said Hels, sheathing their sword and standing up straight, the epitome of easy grace, a 
demon getting up off of a lounge chair. "Sounds fun." 


"Eleven out of ten," said Exy cheerfully, sheathing their knife and turning towards... somewhere. 
"By the way, I've never heard Wels swear before in my life. Who taught you those words?" 


"Who taught you how to say fuck?" asked Hels, and Exy, having never have heard X swear before 
either, had to take that point in silence as they kicked aside rocks. "No idea. Either way, come on, 
I'll teach you about pronouns on the way down to hell." 


Metal boots clicking on blasted rock. 


Lava, hot and never resting, hissing and bubbling as it eats its way through the terrain. Never 
sleeping. 


The grunt of a thing that might have been a pig once, but had quickly decayed. They still held their 
tarnished swords, still traded their only riches and knowledge for shiny things. As it had been for 


time uncounted. 
These are the sounds of hell and the things that inhabit it. 


The ash, twirling through the air, dancers with their limbs shorn off, pirouetting directly into the 
lungs of those unlucky enough to breathe them, a spore. A curse. A disease. 


All of the things that considered themselves living born in the Nether were parasites, as were the 
living beings who did not count themselves alive, having no brain to do so. 


Three points of the triangle that formed the canvas that fate danced across, leaving paint splatters 
on the way: the Nether, the Overworld, and the End. There was a place outside the canvas, one that 
the End tipped dangerously close to, but never quite reached. 


The Void. 


Birthplace of things eldest, of things unnamed, gruesome, wise, powerful. They have never seen 
the light. Their power lies in shadowed darkness, the slow rhythmic tortured dance of time. 


(You think time is not tortured? All along it, there are things and people who perceive it at the 
same time, in different ways. It is contorted. It is contradicting. It is pain. The God of Time, who 
keeps to himself most days, begged to be granted a respite of 100 years so that he could get a rest. 
He used all the tricks he knew to make it last as long as possible.) 


They say that if you fall long enough in the End, you hit the top of the Void. They say that if you 
stay long enough, you become warped. There is a prison there, theorize the lore-masters, but few 
have ever gotten out of it. That is a different matter, though, and doesn't come into this story. (The 
Deeps of Time is that place of deepest regret and exile. That's all you need to know.) 


Closest to the Void is the End, held together by the inner workings of the Dragon Queen and her 
presence. The Endites hold that the flapping of her wings when she flies causes a wind that blows 
tidings from other worlds on its boughs, but nobody's been able to confirm nor deny this yet, so for 
now it remains a legend. 


The way most people know about how to get to the End is by finding a portal there and killing the 
Dragon to get back, but the Dragon in these lands has been killed before and so an entire 
community has been built around the gateway back: the Dragon will be killed once again soon, and 
her heir will be the ruler of the realm. 


The Overworld is known for being well-populated, having a (relatively) gentle climate, and being 
the main stage for most of the wars fought on this plane of reality over the past few centuries. 


The Nether is mainly used for travel, but it contains a few hidden secrets of its own, namely the 
piglins and pigmen. They created something, once, but it fell quickly into disrepair. 


Two out of the four dimensions mentioned here- the Nether and the Overworld- play the biggest 
part in this story, but the important thing to note here is that the spot that Exy and Hels picked out 
to found their town was solidly in between the two. They sat down on an outcropping of stone. 


"This place sucks," said Hels, who on the way here, had decided that gender wasn't important. 
"Yep," said Exy, leaning forwards and resting their face on their hands. 


"Why did you choose this and not, I dunno, the Overworld or something?" asked Hels. 


"Because it looks properly evil," said Exy. "What's the point of looking villainous if you don't have 
the proper dramatic flair for it?" 


"You're trying too hard," said Hels. "I still don't trust you or this plan of yours at all. I don't think 
you're up for it." 


"Well, you're welcome to leave," said Exy, gesturing to the wide expanse of broken landscape 
around them. "I can always just find another second-in-command." 


"Second-in-command?" snorted Hels. "No. You've got it all wrong here. I'm the one in charge, and 
I can kick you out whenever I want." 


"This was my idea!" 

"And you obviously do not know what you are doing," xy said primly. "I do." 

"Listen here, buddy," started Exy. "You have only been on this planet for a week at most-" 
"Apparently, my other half is a fantastic planner," said Hels. "Is yours?" 


"Well, yes," said Exy. "That's not the point. The point here is that you either listen to me, or 
leave." 


"Says the idiot," fired back Hels. "What's your entire reason for doing this at all? Do you have no 
motivation?" 


"They kicked me out," said Exy quietly. "I made one mistake, and my brother exiled me." 
You're bending the truth, they heard in their brain. Shut up, they replied. 


"And what about this... Wels?" asked Hels, sitting back. "If I showed up and they were scared of 
me, would they kick me out?" 


"He probably would," said Exy. "Or X would. See, they're dedicated to keeping their nice little 
country safe, but that means that as soon as something we do doesn't align with their interests, 
we're out." 


You're trying too hard. 


Shut UP, they thought at themself savagely. I'm doing this for a goddamn reason. An eye for an 
eye, and all that. 


Still. Those doubts. 
Hels didn't look convinced. "Fine," it said, finally. "But I'm having a hand in the planning." 
"So be it," said Exy evenly. 


And so it was. 


Chapter End Notes 


hels' pronouns are xy/it/they by the way, just so that nobody gets confused! 


thank you all for the fiftieth time for the support. muah. 


coalition of the damned 
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"I'm going out for a few months to get a few things and finish something I've been working towards 
for a while," said Exy one day, knapsack already slung cross-body over their shoulder. "You're in 
charge." 


"Alright," said Hels, sitting back and crossing xyr legs on the table. "Where?" 


"Places," said Exy. Before Hels could demand a better explanation, they were gone, door firmly 
shut behind them. 


Since it'd gotten here, Hels had asked a lot of people a lot of questions that boiled down to "where 
am I and what the fuck is happening," and gotten next to none. Exy, of course, had answered most 
of what xy needed to know, but they still had to rely on history books and the like for most of xyr 

answers. 


And gotten fucking none. 


Hels respected Exy, sure. Xy were scared of them, even. This cast-down god with eyes blazing red 
and scars across their chin and a meaning, a purpose, that obviously shone in them like fire? 


Yeah. They were terrifying. But Hels had guessed early-on that their heart wasn't really in this, for 
some reason or another. They still had some regrets. It was holding them back. 


And on an invasion of this scale, you could have no compromises. 


Either way, it had the reins of the entire city for a while. A while, a while. Hels wondered what 
was going on, then shrugged. It wasn't important. Probably going on a scouting mission. 


Xy stood up, stretched, and walked outside. This little constituency was coming along very well, it 
thought, walking down the roughly hewn streets. On one side were the various shops: a 
rudimentary forge and blacksmiths, a tailor (who in this goddamn hellhole ever learned how to 
pick up a needle?), and a place advertising various building supplies. On the other side was a 
couple shacks and Hels Kitchen, run by a new guy named... Pork? 


Past that was the path to Exy's lair, which had been carved into the wall around it in the shape of a 
skull. Hels had never been inside, but the only way in looked to be through a river of lava opening 
through the mouth...? Were they fucking kidding? Hels had heard that you could sit on top of a 
strider and dangle a mushroom in front of their nose to get them to move in the direction you 


wanted, but there was no way in Hels it was gonna try that. 


Exy did always have the flair for the dramatic, though, they thought, sitting on the banks of the 
lava river and dangling xyr legs absently over the edge. As well they might. Running a town takes 
a certain image, and Exy had that in droves. Did anyone see the weariness underneath the 
untouchable exterior, though? Hels doubted it. 


As for the refugees, they were the farthest thing from an army Hels had ever seen. Exy had said 
they had promise, but honestly, they were pathetic. All of them. Most of them couldn't even hold 
swords. 


Hels, well, xy had definitely held a sword before, in their dreams. There was no night in the Nether, 
and Hels, like the other natives here, had no need for sleep, but it was a habit that Exy had taught 
them. 


Every time it put their head down for a nap, they woke up standing on some solid mass of pure 
darkness. And so far, nobody else had shown up yet, but they knew something was bound to show 
eventually. 


And it did. 


Their doom came in the form of a person in full battle armor with blonde hair, blue eyes, and a 
sword that looked the same as Hels' but in a darker color. 


"Who are you?" the person demanded, and Hels smiled. 
"You must be Wels," xy said. 


"How do you know my name?" asked Wels, stepping closer. Hels could tell just by the careful 
placing of their footsteps and the surety in which they held their blade that this was a person 
accustomed to battle and its workings. 


"A friend told me," said Hels casually. "My name is Hels. May I ask for your pronouns?" 


"Oh, uh, sure," said Wels, appearing vaguely startled but not lowing their guard or their blade. "He 
and they. Yours?" 


"They, it, xy," said Hels. "A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Knight." 


"Please, Mr. Knight was my father," said Wels with a slight chuckle. "You can just call me Wels." 
His eyes narrowed, though, and he stepped even closer. "Are you the person who keeps dragging 
me here night after night?" 


"Who knows?" shrugged Hels. 


"Are you a friend of mine or a foe?" asked Wels. "You somehow know my name. All I'm asking is 
for you to let me get a full night's sleep for once. I mean you no harm, unless you strike first." And 
yet, Hels noted, they did not put down his sword. 


"I was told a few things about you and the place you come from," said Hels. "I don't parlay with 
traitors." 


"What did you hear?" asked Wels, tiredly. He just sounded tired. A man needing sleep, not 
knowing what would come after they dropped off. "And who told you?" 


"I heard most of the story about a person who got kicked out of their homeland for a simple 
mistake," said Hels. "They're not too happy about it." 


"You're with Exy?" asked Wels. They looked relieved in some weird way. "Well, if you can get to 
them, tell them that X has been worried sick about them." 


"That's not what I heard," said Hels. "I heard they were never cared for." 
"That doesn't sound like Exy," said Wels suspiciously. "Are you sure you have the right guy?" 


"Long brown hair tied up in a ponytail, red eyes, scars all the way up and down their arms, 
practicing magic?" 


"Yeah, alright, that does sound like them, minus the scars," conceded Wels, glancing down. "But 
that doesn't explain why- they're not the sort to lie to people!" 


"You have to understand here," said Hels dryly, "that right now I have the choice of listening to a 
person who promised to take me in and give me shelter or some random dipshit I've never met in 
my life who tells me that they're telling me a lie." 


"I'm not going to fight you unless you move first,” said Wels, already moving into a defensive 
stance. Fine. So that's how it was. 


"Ah, a coward," said Hels. And from there on in, everything was swords and the gaining and losing 
of ground. 


Abel against Cain, and for now, Cain was winning. 


Hels understood instinctively that in a fight, there was no winning or losing, only the pushing back 
of side against side. So xy took every foot slip of Wels' on the solid but unyieldingly smooth 
ground, every stumble as an oppurtunity. 


"You're good," said Wels, easily deflecting a sword strike and parrying with their own. "Really 
good." 


"Thank you," said Hels, feinting to the left and getting a quick jab in. 
"Not good enough, though," said Wels, nicking xyr arm. 


"You think you'll wake up with no scars from this battle?" asked Hels. Right, left, right, left, left. 
One slash down. One up. Wels' chestplate was compromised, now, and blood was trickling from 
the hole. "Tell me, Mr. Knight, in your dreams, were you impenetrable? Did you win?" Gaining of 
ground. One step forwards, one back. "Were you a hero, Wels?" 


Wels kicked at its leg, and Hels was knocked to the ground. Was that pity in the other person's 
eyes? Fear? Contempt? 


There was a sword aimed at its neck, and Hels just smiled because they knew that whatever was 
coming after this, it wasn't over. 


"Why did you start a fight you knew you couldn't win?" asked Wels, almost gently. 
"I don't parlay with traitors," said Hels simply. 


"I'm not a traitor," said Wels. 


"Then why, brother, did you walk away when you could have stopped my friend from starting all 
of this?" asked Hels, and Wels' expression hardened. 


"We are not brothers," they said. "We are two people inhabiting opposite sides of this mortal 
plane, at best. That's the only way we're related." 


"Whatever we are, you forgot to disarm me," said Hels, and grabbed its sword, and knocked Wels' 
away and kicked him to the ground and raised xyr sword over his stomach and 


Wels woke up screaming. 


The first thing he did was jump out of bed and check under his shirt to make sure there wasn't a 
gaping wound in the middle of his stomach. There wasn't. 


The second thing he did was sit down on the ground, hard, and put his head in his hands. 
God. 


X isn't going to be happy about this, they thought, and checked the clock. 4am. He was probably 
already up, like he had been doing the past few months ever since Exy dropped off of the map. 
May as well go to visit him, right? 


Wels shoved his boots on, grabbed his sword and sword belt (there are things other than the gods 
that don't sleep at night), and all but ran downstairs and down the lane. 


The sun wouldn't be coming up for another hour, but that was fine. Wels knew these streets like the 
back of his hand, after all. 


Clankclonkclank. Clankclonkclank. ClankclonkSLAP- tripped on a stone, dammit -clankclonk. 
ClankclankclankSCRAPE. He skidded to a halt on Xisuma's nice wooden front porch and started 
whaling on the door. BANGBANGBANGBANGBANGB- 


"Dude," said X, opening the door, dressed in a rumpled green tank-top and some sweatpants. 
"Wait, Wels?" 


"I know," said Wels, knowing that he must look absolutely insane. It was 4am. He was leaning 
against the railing, sword swill in hand. "I basically got murdered in my dream, though. You know 
how Exy ran off?" Nice one. You could have least been nicer about how you said it. X didn't blow 
up, though, just sighed. "Yes," he said. 


"Well, turns out I have an evil clone," said Wels. "Helsknight. We had a duel, they won, dropped 
some hints about Exy being not too happy about the fact that they got 'kicked out-' I think that was 
the phrase used? Something about never being cared for." 


Xisuma mumbled something under his breath. Wels caught "son of a double-dealing cabbage eared 
spider jockey," but wasn't sure who the insult was directed at. Probably X himself, though. 


"I did mention that you were worried sick about Exy, though,” said Wels, and X nodded. "That's 
good," he said distractedly, and Wels realized he could very faintly hear heavy metal coming 
through the bottom of the helmet. He reached up to tap it, and X startled. "I was listening," he said. 


"How loud did you have that cranked up?" asked Wels. 


"Oh, about 50 percent," said X casually. 


"Huh," said Wels, trying (and failing) to not look worried. They coughed. "Listen," he said, "it's 
4am, I did not think this through-" 


"No, go get some sleep," said Xisuma nonchalantly. "You need the rest." 


"Well, see, the thing is, I'm not sure if-" said Wels, then stopped. They weren't quite sure how to 
say "-1f my other half will come and kill me again," but X seemed to get the message. "You can 
borrow my couch if you want," he offered. Wels shrugged halfheartedly. "I'll pass, thanks," he 
said. 


The company while he was asleep might be nice, but still, X was obviously busy and what if Wels 
woke up in the middle of him rocking out or something? It seemed like an intrusion of privacy. 


X was the sort of person whose privacy you did not want to intrude on, both out of respect and the 
knowledge that he was a man with many secrets. 


Wels would ask Joe if they could sleep on his couch instead, and if he said no, well then he'd just 
not sleep. 


Simple as that. 


He was not going to die by his own sword. 


X was, to put it simply, very frazzled. He was tired, grieving, sleepy, etc. 


He knew he had a reputation for being the stoic unflappable guy, and most of the time he was, but 
it had been months and Exy still had not been found and god, he was getting tired. 


He hadn't had a full night's sleep in over four weeks, after all. 


And now this, the rumors that Exy had gone rogue and had started telling people straight-up lies? 
(Were they lies or extensions of an uncomfortable truth? X couldn't decide.) 


He sighed, neatly stacked up the paperwork that he simply could not focus on grading right now, 
and let his head drop into one hand. 


If someone walked in on him like this, lord knows what would happen, but he was pretty sure that 
nobody would. 


He just needed a little bit of rest. That was all. 
Something about never being cared for. 


"That's not it," said X out loud, wearily. "I do care. I always did. It was one thing said in the heat of 
the moment at three in the morning and I've been regretting it for the past seven months." 


He knew Exy couldn't hear, but saying it out loud got the thoughts out of his head and into the 
physical world, which was what mattered in the end, right? 


He really needed to sleep. 
But he didn't want to move up from his desk. 


So he drifted off, head on arms, as the sun rose above the horizon. 


Meanwhile, Exy was going on a very long walk to a deep forest shrouded in mists in some obscure 
place of the world, a place where you could walk in and leave wiser but so much older, an ancient 
place. 


In fact, that was exactly what they'd planned to do. 


To become a true magician, they'd read, you needed to give up all past ties to what you had, all 
regrets, everything. Not start over completely, but drop everything that was burdening you. 


To Exy, that sounded more like a positive than a negative, so they packed a knapsack and made 
sure their boots were in good repair and left the town in the hands of Hels and walked off towards 
their certain doom. 


Or was it destiny? 
They couldn't tell. 


The dryads had taught them things. Things about magic, about life, about mortals and immortals. 
Their knowledge came from the earth, their life's blood from the rain, their energy from the sky. 
They were gentle but stern, ancient in more ways than one. They did not get attached. 


"We have taught sorcerers of all shapes, sizes, and kinds," they explained. "You are but the latest 
in a long line of the desperate and damned. History only happens to the unfortunate, after all, and 
you would be a fool to chase after it. Be grateful for the fact that at the moment, you are nothing in 
the eyes of the great." 


They were good teachers. 


Exy spent their time copying down runes, committing words to memory, collecting water and 
fending for themself in the forest. They learned how to twist the wind to twirl a leaf down to earth. 
They learned how to coax a stream to a stop for a bit to run through. They learned, little by little, 
how to politely ask the world to do what they wanted. Because you had to ask politely, the dryads 
warned, over and over. The world does not bend to your will. No amount of power you learn to 
wield can change that. 


There were others learning the same things as they were, but Exy wasn't here to socialize. They 
learned how to work with others, yeah, and participated in the duels, but that was it. Was it a lonely 
way to go? Yes. Did they mind? Absolutely fucking not. 


One year since their exile from the Hollows, and they were pretty sure X would barely recognize 
them, if he did at all. 


There's not much to say about the details of their training, firstly because there's a lot that would 
need to be explained for that to even make sense and secondly because I've been asked to keep it 
vague for the sake of secrecy. The dryads are very protective of the spells they use, and for good 
reason, I've been told. 


All I can say is that after 6 months, they were finally deemed ready to start learning about the 
world around them on their own, and they were summoned at midnight to the sacrificial pyre at the 
center of the woods, blazing bright. 


"Have you chosen a keepsake to stake your life, your soul, your magic on?" the dryad had asked. 


"Yes," Exy replied. 


"Are you prepared to lose all that you were, give up your past life, become more than you were by 
giving this up?" asked the dryad. 


"Yes," said Exy. 
"Which object have you chosen?" 


"A feather-tipped quill, which my brother gave to me as a gift," they said. The dryad took it in its 
hands, nodded. "An odd choice," it said. "This object will be bound to you, soul and marrow, and if 
it breaks you break as well. For only by overcoming the past will you be able to reside in your 
future of choice. You will not lose your memories, nor your sense of self, but you will grieve for 
what was knowing you will never be able to go back." 


"A necessary sacrifice," they said, and the dryad looked into their eyes and nodded. 


"Indeed it is," it said, and gestured them to the altar where they'd give up nothing to receive 
everything. 


They climbed up the steps, took a deep breath, stepped directly into the middle of the flames, 
spread their arms wide. 


The fire did not hurt, but it drove all of the color out of their hair to a burnt and cracked white. 
They could feel the past burning away. Reborn? No. With new purpose? Maybe. 


"And now," they whispered to themself, "the real fun starts." 


Chapter End Notes 
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almost: but not quite yet 


Chapter Summary 


And time waits, with bated breath, for the eleventh hour. 
Or, 


There's one last grand, sweeping interlude that must be made before the day of the 
invasion. 


Chapter Notes 

See the end of the chapter for notes 
I'm just going to go ahead and say it upfront: your narrator isn't very good at compressing long 
periods of time into short ones. Especially not when the time period in question is over 200 years. 


I have to do it, though, or else we cut straight to the invasion with no context and no indication that 
it's even been two hundred years and lord knows that would keep me awake at night and be a very 
unsatisfying ending for everyone, though! 


Ah, the pains of writing good quality storytelling. Writer's woe, folks. 

[muffled speech in background, quiet laughter] 

Yeah, you're right. I'll just get on with it. 

In Hels, those two hundred years were spent slowly but surely recruiting new members and 
building up the township. 


The town transformed from a tiny excuse of a living place to a regular stop for visitors of the 
Nether. Hels Kitchen became acclaimed for leagues around, and a sizable inn was built. 


Rule One of visiting Hels: There are no beds in the inns. You sleep on the floor or die. Literally. 


Rule Two: Do not ask to visit the giant skull-shaped lair carved into the rock. Do not attempt to 
ford the river. You will be denied entry unless you are known to the owner. 


Rule Three: Nobody gets into knife-fights with Hels and survives. 


The roads went from being barely recognizable as places to walk to well-paved things, lit by soul 
lanterns. The houses and shops lining the roads became prouder, stood up taller: imported stones 
gleamed at their bases, their windows made out of actual glass instead of just being shabby curtains 
tacked to the walls: a town instead of a shabby collection of huts. 


Exy was proud of this place, but most days they were too busy planning and practicing and 
working around their lair to walk down the main street. They had an invasion to execute, after all, 
and with Hels as their right-hand man, surely nothing could go wrong. 


They knew one thing for sure, though: whether X remembered them and the things he'd done to 


them or not, he would pay. 
An eye for an eye. 


Hels was becoming more of a bitter, insolent prick every day, Exy thought, but they kept that to 
themself. Sure, xy were making this whole thing about itself and accusing Exy of not being 
properly qualified, but that was just nerves, right? 


Still, xy had a grip on the town. Exy saw them a lot walking down the road, or chatting with the 
regulars at Hels Kitchen (Pork was a fantastic cook), or sparring against piglins out in the forest. 


Most of the residents were as excited about the invasion as Hels was, seeing it as a chance to win 
glory. Most of them didn't even have a true concept of what glory was. They were excited, and Exy 
and Hels took turns teaching them how to fight and use bows and shields, so things could have 
been worse. It was an army, however misled. 


Exy spent most of their time enchanting things- swords, items of clothing, armor. You could 
embroider a small rune against fire into the inside of a knapsack, for example, or hastily scribble a 
sharpness spell onto a sword in the middle of a fight using a length of chalk. It didn't last very long, 
though. 


Rocky was Doc's Helsmit. Unlike her adjacent Hermit, she was very mild and gentle-mannered, 
and spent most of her time repairing small things around town. 


Jean was the town's resident builder, scared of heights except for when they were up on the roof 
repairing shingles. Nobody was really sure who their Hermit was, but Exy guessed Grian. They 
were good with long-ranged weapons, and quick as a whip. 


Joeseph was an odd case. He moonlighted as a very odd superhero (Worm Man) and pretended that 
nobody knew, when in fact everybody knew. Him and Exy became close friends when he broke 
Rule Two of Hels and accidentally exploded a project that Exy was working on while on his way to 
ask for a healing potion. Instead of killing him, Exy taught him what he did wrong and proceeded 
to become very good friends with them, almost against their will. 


The permanent residents of Hels were a colorful bunch, populated by the hybrids and the strange 
and the outcasts and the rebels. Naturally, they were an anarchy, but everyone referred to Hels or 
Exy for the more important matters. 


Had they known how much their little scruffy town mirrored the Hollows, perhaps they would 
have laid it out different. Perhaps they would have hated the fact. Maybe they would have 
shrugged it off. Either way, they hated the Hollows, although only a few had ever been there (they 
had scouting missions sometimes). 


As it was, they spent those 200 years growing and bantering and training and making allies and 
making enemies and getting into fistfights in the alleyways and strapping rollerblades to their feet 
and getting into land disputes, and it was chaos, and it was home, and it was an odd sideways 
family. 


The lava glowed bright on the walls of the inns. 
They never wanted for lamps, for they were not children of the light. 
The fires of their soul provided enough illumination through that long, infinite night. 


Exy remained a being of white hair and quick wit and quicker temper, more given to sitting and 


thinking than arguing, as Hels was. As opposed to X, they were in a constant state of disrepair- old 
bandages draped along arms, tank tops filthy at the hems, matted hair cast back hastily into a 
ponytail. They simply did not care anymore. They had a purpose to work towards. 


Hels kept the same as xy always were, for the most part- chin-length black hair underneath a dark 
helmet, face with red eyes and a deadly grin, a lanky wraith clad in the hellfire and brimstone and 
smoky resplendence of the Nether. Its sword was legendary, and always stained with blood. 


They bore very few scars, except for the ones dealt to them by Wels' blade in those long endless 
nights. 


And all of them planned in the shadows. 


In the Hollows the seasons turned, much as they always did, and the wind blew, much as it always 
did, and Xisuma got a chance to see something that very few rulers ever got to experience in their 
lifetime: the slow natural decay of his kingdom, replenished and repaired by the people who lived 
there. 


200 years of rain and snow was enough to deprecate the older buildings where they stood, and that 
old familiar weatherbeaten citadel looked ancient: a relic of a farther time. 


Mountains slowly wore down from the snows running off into cliffs and waterfalls and off the 
jagged edges, and the wide fields at its base were smoothed by the constant pattering of water, but 
the landscape itself remained mostly unchanged. 


The buildings were far less long-lived, though, and every so often they collapsed under their own 
weight or tilted ominously to one side and had to be repaired. That frayed rope hanging from the 
cliff was fading fast. 


The kingdom thrived, though, for the loves and labours of its immortal peoples. 


Now, there is an odd phenomenon, a certain grief that comes with being immortal that has been 
better documented in other places. While the world moves on, these few, luckiest and cursed, are 
doomed to stay the exact same. 


The gods and their Council have a rule: no getting unreasonably attached or falling in love with 
mortals. They will move on and you will not. It's not worth the trouble. 


Oh, the burden draped around the shoulders of those who stay the same while the world changes 
around them! 


Please understand that, being populated chiefly by immortal peoples, the scale of time Hermit's 
Hollow is vastly different than the mortal kingdoms you and I are familiar with. It could take them 
60 years, maybe, to finish a house, but they'd take breaks to work on something else in the 
meantime- repairing fences, maybe, or guarding the borders for a while- then come back and work 
on it a bit more, then repeat that cycle. 


They had all the time in the world. 
And with it, they made wonders. 


Coming close to its 400th year, Xisuma began to understand, really understand that this kingdom 
he'd built on this earth was subject to the rules of the earth, too. Repairing these things that by 
natural law had begun to fade was less a matter of if but when, and he wondered: is it unnatural that 


we are doing this? 


The theologians and ponderers of the human race have long crowed their mourning cry of "dying, 
we are dying,” the fact that all us humans do will be gone very soon on the sheer scale of 
everything, ever. 


Is it but a vanity to do these things, to write stories about things long gone, to restore old art 
works? 


"It is," the nihilists say, sipping their drink of choice. "It'll all be gone in the bitter end with no trace 
that we were ever here." 


"Shut the fuck up," reply the hopeful, and they continue being human anyways. 


The immortals have no such bindings, though, and as such they get to face the long endless years 
with their relics and friends while the universe crumbles around them. Fun! 


(The end of the universe is a very mortal sentiment, by the way. According to modern science, it 
won't actually end, just reach maximum entropy and cease doing anything ever. The immortals 
probably will do the same. They have no way out. We liken the end of everything to death, but the 
universe is eternal. There will be no death. Just cold.) 


Either way, Hermit's Hollow changed very slowly, its inhabitants even more so. 


Xisuma remained just as chipper as ever. He got used to wearing his helmet constantly very 
quickly, and soon often forgot he was wearing it at all. The thought of Exy wasn't very present in 
his mind in those later years, but he still remembered every so often. He remained a gentle king, 
but strong in most of the right places, as will be evident soon. 


As for Grian, well, Grian was just Grian. His feather plumage changed color with the seasons. He 
continued to be a force of chaos in a red sweater and mismatched sneakers. Is there any more to 
say? 


Mumbo, meanwhile, was cursed with suffering from anxiety and possibly depression for all 
eternity, which honestly was a very cruel fate. He worked diligently on fixing his sleep schedule, 
which (glory to God!) worked well enough, but he still had relapses and still got very, very scared 
of infinity a lot. He always had his friends around to calm him down, though. 


Wels was living in fear of sleeping at night. Turns out, Hels was immortal too, and they REFUSED 
to let him get a full week of nice, uninterrupted sleep, but eventually Wels figured out that he had 
three options instead of the obvious two (don't sleep or sleep and get your ass kicked/kick your 
own ass, depending on the night): just don't show up. Cleo taught him that one. It was a method 
that worked well. 


None of the Hollowsfolk ever noticed the scouts hiding in the underbrush, or the way they 
scribbled onto maps in the night, or the hallowed scripts that they etched, gently, onto trees. 


It's almost a shame that the kingdom that would very soon be under siege didn't even smell its own 
demise when it approached with the crosswinds. 


Had they prepared for the onslaught, though, the ensuing battle would have been a LOT more 
bloody- not that it wasn't anyways, but I digress. 


As it were, on a chilly spring morning an exact month before the invasion was scheduled to go in, 
Iskall looked up from where she was messaging a friend on his comm and swore they had seen a 


shadow flit through the trees. 


[A few more scattered snapshots of life before the Helsmits run in, we're almost there. ] 


About 60 years after Exy left, gathered around a table, the Hollowsfolk were playing their 
customary round of saturday night Scrabble. Etho was there, which mean nobody else even stood a 
chance of winning (Etho was very good at Scrabble), but nobody minded. 


Sitting around the round table in the corner, in like and fashion to King Arthur's table of the same 
shape, was X, Cleo, Etho, Wels, and Joe, who kept the score, as he did every Saturday evening. 


"It's been a bit, Etho," said X, sorting his tiles into alphabetical order. "I know it's a habit of yours 
to never tell anyone where you've been, but I hope you've been enjoying yourself." 


"Oh, yeah," said Etho. "I've been places, like usual." He glanced at the board, casually put down a 
few tiles. ""Oxymoron’, double word score. Thirty... six? No, thirty eight points." Joe nodded and 
tallied it all up. 


"How are you so good at this game?" demanded Cleo. "We're like, ten minutes in. You're already 
beating us all." 


"Your problem, not mine," said Etho. "Your turn, Wels." 


"Oh, thanks," said Wels. He frowned at the board. "You know, I was never really one for words," 
they confessed, leaning in close as if a string of letters might make itself comprehensible if he 
stared at it hard enough. Etho looked over his shoulder. "You could get 28 points if you spell 
"brain," he suggested. 


"You're r- hey!" 


"28 points to Wels?" asked Joe, and Wels shrugged and put the pieces on the board. "Maybe we 
should split the points," he offered, but Etho just shook his head. "No, I'm going to win anyways," 
he said. "I just want to give you a chance." 


"Rude," said Wels, but he was smiling a bit. 


X's communicator dinged, and he glanced down. "Dang it, I have to go," he said, pushing his chair 
back. "Iskall wants me. He says she saw something earlier on the borders." 


"The borders are usually pretty busy," said Etho. "They always have been." 


"Yeah, but-" X shrugged. "I'll ask if it can wait until tomorrow." He typed a few letters into his 
comm, nodded, sat back down. "It can." 


"Your move, Cleo," said Joe, and Cleo grinned. "Fuck," she said triumphantly. "Eleven points." 


"Cleo, we've already been through this," Joe said patiently. "The word 'fuck' does not appear in the 
Scrabble list of words that can be used, so you can't get points from it." 


"It's the second Saturday of the month, Joe," said Cleo. "You have to allow this one." 


"Indeed I do," said Joe, and he added up the points. 


"Hello," said Helsknight, 199 years after Exy left Hermit's Hollow. Wels sighed. "Hello again," he 


replied. 
Hels did not take out its sword, though. 


"Oh, I'm giving you a break this time," they said, sitting down backwards on a chair that appeared 
from absolutely nowhere. "There's something coming, and it's far worse than anything I could do 
to you here." 


"Right," said Wels, nonplussed. "So I can go now?" 


"I don't know," shrugged Hels. "I haven't found a way out of this hell either. I'm not going to fight 
you tonight, though, unless you go for me first." 


"T'll pass, thanks," said Wels, and summoned a chair of their own to sit in. There was a very 
awkward silence. 


"So, enlighten me more on this catastrophic event," said Wels. "What's it going to be like? How 
much suffering? Any window of warning, or am I going to wake up one day and my house is on 
fire?" 


"Oh, you get no details," snorted Hels. "Just anxiety. It's coming soon, though, and if all goes to 
plan, your suffering will be beautiful to behold." 


"Thanks," said Wels. 
"No problem," said Hels. 
Another silence. 


"God, this is boring," said Hels. It took out a card deck. "You want to play some Uno?" 


Two weeks before the invasion, Exy walked into Hels' house unnannounced. 
"It's ready,” they said, dropping a duffel bag onto the table. 
"Really?" asked Hels, and Exy nodded with a grin. "When?" 


"Two weeks," they said. They leaned forwards, unzipped the duffel, took out a stick of throwing 
dynamite and grinned. "We're invading heaven on earth, and when we're done, there won't even be 
earth in the place where they were." 
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and twice, in the silence that comes after it. 


Chapter Summary 


Invasion day. 
Or, 


The culmination of everything. 


Chapter Notes 


Here's where the warning for major character death and graphic violence comes in! 
Here goes! 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


5:55 AM, May 24th. 

The day of the flood. 

"Everyone in position?" asked Exy, and Hels nodded. 
"Good," they said. "Five more minutes, and then we go in." 
5:56 AM. 

S237. 

The sun rose over the sky, seeing nothing, seeing everything. 
God of the sun, witness my sins. 

There's no going back from this now. 

[Every shadow has its double in light. ] 

5:59. 

6 AM. 


"Go," they said, and Hels relayed that one singular message across comms, and then they were 
upon the Hollows with fire and flame. 


A scene for you: war-worn demigods, tearing across the freshly minted green of the Hollows, in 
front of them lies life and with them comes fire and death. 


Armored boots crept across the grass, defiled what once was, turned it into something trampled 
and blackened by doom. 


Exy, like their brother, planned both thoroughly and well. Unlike X, though, they had a very 
evident flair for the dramatic. 


"How's it going so far?" yelled Hels from across the field. 


"Fucking fantastic, my friend," yelled back Exy, and hurled an explosive towards a nearby house, 
which they realized was their old one. 


6:04, and nothing was going wrong so far. 


Was anyone up? Was anyone getting woken up by the smell of smoke and the ceaseless pounding 
of the earth? 


"No reinforcements yet?" asked Hels from beside them, disbelieving. "How far up their own ass 
are they?" 


Exy shrugged. 
The smoky smell was permeating the air, now. The rising sun set the already burning land on fire. 


Around the two of them, the wind was whipping the flames into a frenzy: hungry for the bones of 
civilization, they feasted on works of man and works of God alike. 


6:07. 


"You think they're even doing anything about this?" asked Hels. "Like, does this even matter to 
them? Are they worried?" 


"From what I've learned," said Exy, "their neighbors have no reason to fight them. It's a very 
peaceful place." 


"They never bet on revenge, though, did they?" asked Hels. 


"They did not," said Exy. "Now, come on, we're nowhere near done yet. They'll probably have 
guards at the citadel by now, but it has a lot of entrances. It shouldn't be too hard to enter." 


"Do you want to do this yourself, or let me and the others come in with you?" asked Hels. "I mean, 
if your brother's in there-" 


Exy eyed the citadel, the place they'd seen in the distance their whole life but had never actually 
been in. 


It looked grand, and beautiful, an imposing white marble statue of everything perfectly right and 
so, So wrong with this place. 


They wanted to burn it to the fucking ground. 

"I can take him," they said. 

In the sturdy little house that he had built with his own hands, Xisuma sat up straight and smelled 
smoke, just as he had that one night 200 years before. 

What on earth is it this time? he wondered, checking the clock. 


6:10 AM. 


Maybe someone else knows what's going on, he thought, checking his communicator, and- oh, god. 
Oh, God. OH, GOD. 


[Iskall85]: x 

[Iskall85]: x 

[Iskall85]: invasion 

[iskall85]: western side 

[Iskall85]: they're going for the citadel 

[Xisuma]: who's they? 

[Iskall85]: i'm climbing the walls right now let me check 
[Iskall85]: oh god 

[Xisuma]: what is it? 

[Iskall85]: so you remember exy? 


[Xisuma]: hit the button outside of my office door. 


That button was an ender pearl stasis chamber, and X always had one in there in case of 
emergencies. 


This counted as an emergency. 


Outside his window, the house that he hadn't bothered to keep in good repair for his brother's return 
but couldn't bear to demolish completely had exploded for a second time, again by his brother's 
hand, but he mercifully did not glance outside of his window to see it. 


Maybe he would have hesitated for one agonizing moment. 
Maybe he would have broken right then and there. 
But he did not. 


The explosions outside had stopped, but the smoke smell was only getting stronger. He didn't have 
much time. He didn't have any time. He grabbed his sword, double checked to make sure all his 
armor straps were adjusted correctly (he had fallen asleep at his desk last night, thankfully) and ran 
down his stairs, deciding that if he was going to die, he was at least going to die outside. (Xisuma 
had long ago ceased to be mortal, but he still thought in that vein as a habit and a rule.) 


-his body was yanked to the ground right behind his desk before he could go outside, and he sat 
down in his chair, white marble walls not cracked yet, trying to appear for all of the world a man 
meant to be here, a man in his realm. 


For it was his realm, after all. 


If I fall, you're coming with me. 


6:15 AM, and he could hear yelling outside the room. Inside or out? He could not tell. It took every 
ounce of his long-learned patience to stay in his chair and not go down fighting for his kingdom. 
His kingdom. The one he'd built from the ground up. The one he'd sworn to die protecting, if he 
could die. No, the place he'd live to protect. That was much harder. 


Thankfully, Xisuma Void was the God of Patience. 


He could wait a little longer. 


At 6:17 AM, Exy strode into the citadel, kicking the doors open with one booted foot. 
No welcoming party. 


They were about to give this up and go back to X's house, but then they saw the sign on the door in 
the hallway next to them, a neat script etched into a well-polished copper plate: Xisuma Void, King 
of H.H. 


Come on, X. At least make it harder for me to find you. 
They opened the door, which wasn't even fucking locked, and leaned against the doorframe. 


X was sitting at his desk, hands folded, looking for all the world like he was at another diplomatic 
meeting, tired but polite either way. 


Gods above, he looked the exact same as he had 200 years ago. 


Exy looked him up and down: perfectly fitting green armor, grey helmet with a purple visor (the 
twin of the one with a red visor that Exy wore now), a solidly built guy with a heart Exy knew was 
just as big. 


Well, had been, but times change, and they had a mission to carry out. Revenge to serve nice and 
cold. 


"Welcome back," said X mildly. "I see you stole the blueprints for my helmet." That they had. It 
matched their red armor quite well, they thought. 


X didn't sound scared. 

He didn't sound bitter. 

He didn't even sound mad. 

Just tired. 

As well he might, thought Exy. It's 6 in the morning, after all. 
But the devil doesn't sleep. 


They leaned in close, hands on the desk for support, red visor against purple. This close, they could 
see the far ends of two diagonal scars running across one of X's eyes, and the eyes themselves, 
which were... purple? Blue? They couldn't tell with the tint. 


"You know," said X, "I'm going to have to give you points for surprising us this well. Usually, we 


catch wind of people coming what, a few hours before they get here? How long have you been 
planning this?" 


Exy did not respond, just stood back up and folded their arms. 


"Ah, the silent treatment," said X. "Well, if you were thinking of talking about the whole point of 
this meticulously planned invasion later, I can just leave you here to yourself and go out and defend 
this place like I've been meaning to do ever since the first incendiary hit-" 


"I am going to burn this place to the ground, and then burn the fucking ashes until not a single 
blade of grass can grow in the crater," growled Exy. 


Ah, there it was. 
The flinch. 


Of course, the fact that they had specifically designed this helmet of theirs to mirror their brother's 
exactly as well as the armor wasn't enough. They'd also worked a little bit of magic into the circuit 
boards right behind the mouthpiece's main speaker to make their voice even deeper than it already 
was and distorted, and also added a neat little function that made the voice that come out have the 

mirror of X's accent. 


It was a nice touch, and they hoped it hit home even more the fact that this was all X's doing. 
From the looks of it, it did. 
"Alright," he said, almost under his breath. "I assume this includes killing me?" 


"Oh, no, you can't die," said Exy. "I remember that much. But I would like to see you exiled, call it 
a taste of your own medicine. You can't come back to this place if it doesn't exist anymore, now 
can you?" They walked backwards out of the (still open) door, gestured to X to follow them. 


"Come with me, brother mine. I have something to show you." 


It was 6:30 in the morning. 


Wels woke up to a world on fire, or maybe that was just his roof. 

(God damn it. His roof was on fire.) 

And there was someone walking their way, he could see them out the window. 

He sighed, and put on his plate armor as quickly as he could. 

Leggings, boots, chestplate, make sure the straps are tight. 

Sword belt goes on the right side. The sword itself was next to his bed, where he put it every night. 


He opened the door to their bedroom, as calmly as someone could whose house was on fire, and 
walked down the hallway. Don't think about the fact that all of this will be gone in a half hour or 
two. 


"Well," he said, walking outside his door. "Were you the one who set my house on fire?" 


"Oh, this is your house?" asked Hels. They turned around to look at it like an art critic surverying a 


painting. "I didn't know. Anyways, yes, that was me. I'd apologize, but I'm here to kill you." 


"Right," said Wels. "Listen, it's early. I got woken up by my house being set aflame. Can you come 
back in like, a week, and we can duke this out properly?" 


"No," said Hels, which Wels thought very rude of xym. "One of us dies here today." 


"Okay, listen," sighed Wels. "I get that you're out for eternal vengeance and all that. That's 
understandable. But dude, why?" 


"Because I hate this place," answered Hels. 
"For what reason?" 


Hels thought a moment. "Because you're an idiot," they said, "and I still do not parlay with 
traitors." 


"See, you've got the wrong idea here," said Wels. "I have done literally nothing. We have only 
fought because you keep making the first move. Does this mean anything to you? Is this your 
fight? Why are you here, Helsknight?" 


Hels tilted xyr head. "Because I want to," they said. "Also, you're an idiot." 


Wels sighed again and drew their sword. "It's custom to salute the person you're fighting before a 
duel, as a sign of respect," he said, kneeling quickly in the grass before his enemy. 


"Respect?" asked that familiar voice from above them. "Your house is burning. You are a traitor. 
And you're still an idiot. I have no respect for your weak ass." 


"Fine, then," said Wels, and stood to his full height, blue eyes blazing with soulfire. "That's how it 
is? Go for it, then. Your move, buddy." 


Hels smiled and went straight for the throat. 


In a way, looking back, that duel was almost poetic in its intensity and grace, two binary stars 
circling a fixed point, a dance of fire and ice. One step forwards, one step back. Block. Parry. 
Lunge. They bent the grass below them in the intensity of that fight, not their first, not their last. 


Abel against Cain, brother against brother, man against self: a story as old as humans themselves. 
Strife. A tune we all hum at one point in our lives or another. 


Wels' world was crashing and burning around them, and the smoke got into his eyes, and it hurt, 
but he kept on. A knight's duty was to their kingdom first, themself second. 


He had not had a kingdom in ages. The one they were born to was long gone. 
So, he fought for himself. 


Hels was fighting for the downfall of God, and to xym, this was God. Teeth bared, eyes blazing, 
sword smoking, was this not the point of everything? To fight yourself, and come out victorious? 


Wels fought for all that was lost. 
Hels was the lost, although it did not quite know that yet. 


Forwards, forwards, lunge, parry, back, trip on a rock- Hels was on the ground, Wels above them. 


"I'd apologize, but I've got to kill you," said Wels. He wrested the sword out of Hels' hand. "Any 
last words?" 


"You're learning," said Hels with a devil-toothed grin, and Wels nodded thanks and drove the point 
of their sword through his enemy's throat. Blood ran down the grass, watering it. It wasn't rain, but 
it'd do. 


6:37 AM, and Wels had already killed someone. 


"What a way to start the day,” he said, wiping off his blade in the grass and hauling Hels’ body to 
the now raging fire that was his house. 


If they were dead, he was at least going to give xym a proper cremation. 

If not, well, that was something they'd deal with later. 

X walked down the hallway with Exy to the citadel's main room, still not entirely sure this wasn't 
just some fever dream that his subconscious had made up in the middle of a midnight heat wave. 
But he was too awake to be dead, and so was Exy. 


The two of them were mostly silent, the sound of boots clicking down the marble paths the only 
noise. Left. Right. Open the double doors. 


"You know, I've never been in here," said Exy, looking up. "I just thought there'd be more room 
here to talk than that tiny office you had going on." 


The central room of the citadel was a huge and circular thing, entirely empty, a dome with 
skylights and intricate details like lace supporting it. The middle of the floor was, not by 
coincidence, the spot where X had been crowned king over 400 years before. 


Wait a minute, talk about what exactly? 


"So, you told me to get out," said Exy, turning around to face him. "I got out. I have learned so 
much more out there than anyone has ever taught me in here." 


"I didn't mean permanently," said X. This was off to a great start. "It was 3am. I was freaking out 
because you had set your house on fire. I made a mistake." 


"You did," agreed Exy. 


"Don't you think that coming back here to destroy this entire place is a bit... over-the-top, though?" 
asked X. "There's got to be a better way to do this." 


"Well," said Exy slowly, "don't you think that kicking me out over making an honest mistake was a 
bit over-the-top?" 


My God. 
"Exy-" he started, desperate, but they were on a roll now. 


"Don't try to talk your way out of this one," they said icily, walking closer. "An eye for an eye is 
the only way this could ever be solved. What other way could I ever have interpreted ‘get out’? It's 
been two hundred years, X. You haven't changed, and neither have I." 


"You could have just asked me instead of jumping to conclusions," said X quietly. "I would have 
apologized. I would have explained it better, and we could have worked this out." 


"It is not in my nature to be patient," said Exy. "You should know that. You named me in that dead 
language of yours to make my name the opposite of yours, and you expect me to wait? I've been 
waiting for two hundred years!" 


"We could have been brothers, Exy," said X, and all was silent. 
Green and red. 
Parallels, bound together by their spinning around this one point, alike in their differences. 


"I did not plan this invasion for two hundred years," said Exy calmly, "for all to be diverted by a 
talk. I'm doing this. Unless, of course," they said, drawing their sword, "you want to stop me." 


"No," said X, stepping back. "I'm not going to fight you. I'm not going to- Exy, please, why are you 
making me choose?" 


"You swore an oath at this country's start to protect this place,” said Exy, speaking louder now. 
"You're oathbound to protect it. I'm oathbound to destroy it. You can't just ignore something like 
this!" 


It was 7:02 AM. 
Xisuma could barely breathe. 
"I'm not going to fight you," he said. "I can't choose." 


"Choose between what?" asked Exy. Their eyes were glittering behind their visor now. "You all 
but abandoned me. Don't turn around and tell me you could never hurt me, because honestly, you 
already have." 


"You abandoned yourself,” said X. "I'm having to choose between brother and country here. Do 
you have any idea what you're putting me through?" 


"Brother?" asked Exy, and they laughed, the least humorous thing X had ever heard. "Oh, no. You 
have lost all right to call me brother. You lost it years ago." 


7:05 in the morning, and the weight of this moment, X was sure, was enough to crack the dome 
above their heads and send it spiraling down to earth like a gunned bird. Exy was the bird, and X 
was holding the gun. 


I bet I could beat you in a sword duel, Exy had said once. They were stronger now, older. Lord 
knows what they had learned. 


"Are you mad at me, yet?" asked Exy, spreading their arms wide. "Look at me. I'm a prime target. 
I'm about to go for your throat. I'm attacking your kingdom. I've just showed up after 200 years and 
now my people are destroying everything you've worked so hard to build. Have you ever yelled at 
someone before, X? I highly doubt it." 


"Once," said X. "Back in my mercenary days, when my second-in-command betrayed the whole 
company." His hand was at his sword hilt, now. 


"Well, then, here's your chance to do it again," said Exy, easing into a fighting stance, poised to 


run. "I'll go first- I'M THE BIGGEST THREAT TO YOUR KINGDOM, NOW DEFEND IT, 
YOU BITCH!" 


They ran at him. 
Xisuma drew his sword. 


It was 7:07 AM. 


And they fought. 


Instead of going in with his sword first, X landed a punch on Exy's visor and cracked the right side. 
A shard of glass fell out. 


"You're going to have to try harder than that," yelled Exy, and spun their sword and went for X's 
side. He blocked the blow, countered with his own. 


Light was starting to filter in through the stained glass windows, and outside on the fields, people 
were fighting themselves. 


Sword met flesh. X's flesh. 
First blood. 

This was not a game anymore. 
[Was it ever a game?] 


Red against red against green against red. The shadows were spinning, now. The balance was 
tilting sideways; falling, falling. Both men struggled to keep their balance on the rapidly tilting 
earth. 


Exy was, unconsciously, keeping score. 1-1. 2-1 with the odds in X's favor. Blood was dripping 
onto the floor, now, and soaking into both of their boots. It was slippery. Not very good ground to 
fight on. 


"No magic this time?" asked X, deadly calm. "No tricks? No blasting me off my feet?" 
"I thought I'd keep it-" said Exy with an effort, kicking X in the shins- "fair." 


In response, X knocked their helmet upwards, and they stumbled backwards but did not fall. They 
both paused for a minute. 


"Your hair's white," said X. 


"Astute observation," said Exy, kicking their helmet to the side. and walking towards him for 
another go round. "You know, I've never seen your face before. I don't know what color your hair 
is." 


"Brown," said X as he easily deflected the attack. One swipe with the sword up. 


"Oh, you motherfucker," said Exy, feeling the blood run down into their left eye. "Now this isn't 
fair at all!" (That'd scar later. They knew it.) 


"Was it ever fair?" asked X. 


"Oh, no," said Exy, getting a hit in on X's upper arm. "I'm just complaining about it." 
Forwards. Back. The blood was pooling, now, and things were getting slippery. 

V17. 

The Hollowsfolk were winning the fight outside. Most of them were doing very well at beating 
their foils solidly, but they were still caught off-guard. 


"They haven't set their spawn outside the borders, right?" asked Joe to Iskall, who was busy 
fighting off two people at once. 


"It doesn't look like it," she said, elbowing one person in the face and running another through with 
their sword. "They're almost cleared out." 


"Any sign of X?" asked Joe, and Iskall shook his head. "Whatever meeting he's having with Exy, 
it's still going on. He can handle himself." 


"I'm going to go back to my house and distribute some healing potions," said Joe, thumbing 
backwards. "I've already won my own fight." 


"You look pretty clean," said Iskall. 

"It was years ago," said Joe. Iskall nodded, and Joe ran back to his house to get the potions. He just 
prayed he'd be quick enough. 

With every single hit X landed against his brother, his soul twisted further. 

No, not brother. They weren't brothers anymore. Had they even been related in the first place? 


With the blood running down Exy's cheek, he realized suddenly that he didn't know if they were 
immortal or not. Well, obviously, they were, but what if he killed them? He'd given them their life. 
He was probably the only one who could take it from them. 


Then again, he was already dead. 


The floor was slippery. One wrong move, and he'd be on the floor. Exy and their army had 
probably broken all of the Hollowsfolks' beds. He'd wake back up in the place he was born, over an 
ocean away. 


By the time he got back, the Hollows would be long gone. 
"Why revenge?" he asked, and Exy grinned. 


"I was the only one who could ever get under your skin," they said, deflecting his blade. But not 
for long. They were getting tired, he could tell. 


"You were,” he said. "But that doesn't answer my question." 
"Figure it out yourself," they said, annoyingly cheerful. "You're the traitor." 
X stopped. 


"Iam not a traitor," he growled, and Exy smiled even more. 


"Good, he's getting angry," they said, knocking back his blow. "Tell me, what other buttons can I 
press? King of nothing, too nice to ever fight someone unless it was done politely, somehow never 
got mad. For all your muscle, you were always weak." 


One more taunt, and X would completely lose it. He knew Exy knew. But they wouldn't try it, 
unless they had a death w- 


"Traitor." 
X completely lost it. 


"I AM NOT A TRAITOR, YOU BASTARD!" he yelled, and kicked them backwards onto the 
ground, where they slid back five feet. 


There was fear in their eyes, now, genuine fear. They'd gone too far and they knew it. But they did 
not try to get up, even dropped their sword when X came closer. 


"I was wondering how long it'd take," they said, coughing, "to tick you off." 
"Do you have a fucking death wish?" asked X. "You knew what that'd do. Come on." 


"Xisuma, I've had a death wish ever since you kicked me out of this hellhole," they said, raising 
one arm weakly. "You see these scars? These aren't from beasts." 


X's sword arm drooped. 
7:25 AM. 


"You brought me into this world," they whispered, taking his blade and pulling him closer to them 
with it, "and I have a feeling you're the only one who could ever take me out of it." 


Blue eyes met red. 


"You want to solve this?” asked Exy, and X tried to step back. "Please," he started, but Exy just 
pulled the sword harder, positioned it over their collarbone. Blood dripped from their hands. "You 
want to do me a favor?" 


"Anything but this," X whispered. 


"My soul's long gone," Exy said. "You'd be doing me a good deed by releasing it. You want to 
show me you still have mercy somewhere in you? Then fucking kill me." 


X looked at them for a long, long moment, and Exy looked back. 
"See you in hell, then," he said, and the sword went down. 


It was 7:30 in the morning on May 24th. 


They found him fifteen minutes later, kneeling over his brother's dead body. 
Let me paint you a picture. 


The sun is coming down through the skylights in the roof. In the middle of the room, there is a 
man in red lying faceup on the ground, sword through their collarbone, hands still around the blade 
that killed them. Blood pools on the floor around them. They do not breathe. 


In front of them, hanging onto the sword for support, kneels a man with his head bowed low. You 
can tell from the way he stands (sits? kneels?) that he is one shudder of the blade away from losing 
his balance entirely and falling forwards. He breathes, but barely. 


But his grip is steady. 
The only thing about the man in green that is shaking are his shoulders. 


Some people in this world break loudly like glass does, screaming a final insult at God before their 
demise, tears running down their face. Some give speeches. Some yell their lungs hoarse while 
plowing down the enemy, knowing this is the end, going down burning like Icarus did. 


Xisuma Void, king of Hermit's Hollow, protector of his realm, broke quietly. 


It felt wrong to see him like this, thought Joe, walking over carefully. Wrong. X was the most 
unflappable person he knew, and yet here he was, completely unraveled. 


"X?" he asked gently, and Xisuma looked up and to the left at him and the fractured light in those 
eyes were bright enough to blind a god. 


"I never got to tell them I was sorry," he said quietly. "I never got to tell them I was proud of them, 
or that they were more than they thought for coming this far, or that they won. Did you know," he 
said, standing up and leaving the sword where it was, chest heaving, voice breaking, "that I just 
remembered that in my six years of knowing them, I never fucking told them I loved them? Maybe 
that would have saved things. Maybe then we wouldn't be here." 


Joe said nothing, and X looked backwards and downwards, and sighed. 


"When the universe ends, Joe," he said, as serious as Joe had ever heard him, "I'm going directly to 
hell for this and I do not want anyone to fish me out of there." 


X walked out of the room. 


Joe stood there for a bit and knelt by the corpse. He was about to remove the sword from their 
collarbone, but decided at the last moment that he'd just rope this room off and leave the cleanup to 
X. 


Besides, he had a kingdom to rebuild. 


It was 7:50 in the morning, and all was silent in Hermit's Hollow. 


Chapter End Notes 


this is my fourth time writing this end note lol i have no banger remarks or funny 
quotes to share 


if you want to make content based off of this fic then Please for the Love of God refer 
to this post 
(https://www.tumblr.com/blog/view/darubyprincxx/686959482709884928? 
source=share) before doing so thank you 


and no, there will not be a sequel 


(exy and hels are fine, they both respawn, but due to reasons we will not be writing 
that part of the story. hope this helps!) 


hope you enjoyed 


Please drop by the archive and comment to let the author know if you enjoyed their work! 


